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Chapter One

What’s in a story?

‘What do you mean my account is in arrears? I put in a cheque for $2000 just a week ago.’ Desperately wanting to 
sound calm and unflappable, a wave of frustration still flushed through me as my voice disobeyed my mental 
commands and rose to a pitch high enough to indicate all too clearly my anxiety about matters financial.

‘Yes, Mr James,’ the bank lady replied pleasantly albeit with a strong tinge of weariness, ‘but since then you have 
withdrawn over four hundred dollars in cash and had cheques presented for a further $1,900 despite there being a 
serious deficiency in available funds. We both know your record shows this is hardly an uncommon occurrence. May I 
ask when you will correct the imbalance?’

You can bloody ask but I don’t know, I muttered under my breath. Aloud I then said: ‘I’m due another payment from 
Mayfair Publications any day. It should have been here by now. I’ll chase them today.’ Then, recognising that I needed 
the bank way more than they needed me, I knew I had to sell my soul and added: ‘I’m really sorry to cause you all this 
trouble, Ms Marvin. I can assure you I don’t do it deliberately and I very much appreciate your assistance.’

Softening just a fraction, my branch manager did as she had done several times before: ‘I’ll accept your assurance, Mr 
James, and extend you an overdraft of $500. That should allow you to get through the weekend but I’m afraid we will 
have to do something about formalising an overdraft limit. I have to account to my district supervisor for your 
waywardness, you know. And, of course, you will incur a fee of $30 for a dishonoured cheque.’

Typical bloody rapacious bank: never give a sucker an even break. ‘It’s a shame the bank cannot accept that I have 
$20,000 sitting in an accumulator account - also at your branch, Ms Marvin - and that this should surely indicate I am 
solvent.'

Whoa, Jimmy, you've made your point but don't forget who's got the whip-hand here, boy: time to lay on the charm. 

'Still, I am sorry. I hate placing you in a difficult position. Truly. You are always so kind to me and must think I’m a 
dreadful person the way I keep defaulting. I can assure you I don’t do it intentionally. It’s the nature of freelancing: the 
money comes in in dribs and drabs no matter how hard I try to even it out. But I will strive to do better in future.’ 
Grovelling is never out of place when dealing with a bank. You may feel a sense of shame at your self-humiliation but 
that is just part of the price to be paid for not being rich. It’s a cruel world.

‘I will accept your assurance once again, Mr James. Please do try harder, though.’ 
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The click of her disconnection only briefly beat the crash as my handpiece was slammed into its cradle, her sarcasm 
having once again corroded my self-restraint. Shit, shit, shit! Why does it always have to be like this? I fumed. 
Phoning Mayfair to chase my payment might help but probably wouldn’t. As an offshoot of Australia’s largest 
publishing conglomerate, they had all the power. Freelance journalists were insignificant insects and the publishers' 
system would grind its way through due process with as little deviation as a bullet along the barrel of a gun. If I dared 
vent my annoyance to some faceless pay office clerk it would be no skin off their nose to delay my cheque a few days 
more. No, better to shut the fuck up and cop it sweet. Still, on the bright side, I now had enough to buy some grog for 
tonight thanks to Ms Marvin's overdraft extension so it wasn’t a total disaster.

Later that evening as I sprawled on my couch enjoying the fourth of my six cans of beer while reviewing my parlous 
financial state it was blindingly obvious I had better pull a rabbit out of a hat. There were a few general stories in my 
computer that could be polished quickly for sale to several local papers. My desperation to get them published, 
however, would ensure they went cheaply. Barely enough for groceries. There was also a major piece I had written on 
the bottlenecks in Queensland’s coal industry that were costing the state untold millions of dollars. Much of the past 
three weeks had been devoted to that and it should nett me a handsome return if my contact liked its thrust. 
Government incompetence was my conclusion even though that was a bit of a harsh judgment. Still, it was what 
editors liked and I had to play to their prejudices. As a commissioned piece for Business Digest it would cover my 
mortgage, living expenses and car payments for a couple of months. The good news was that my tax return cheque 
was due at any time. That would show Ms smarty-pants bloody Marvin that I could balance my cheque account! Still, 
there had to be something else. A major project that would give me some breathing space for a few months. Time to 
get on the phone and work my contacts. Not now, though. There were another two cans left and a good movie on the 
telly a little later. Tomorrow would be fine.

The day dawned bright and sunny though my head didn’t share its enthusiasm. The grog-induced optimism of the 
previous evening had been replaced by a woolly head and a bleakly realistic assessment of just how hand-to-mouth 
freelance journalism can be. It was my chosen career path not because it was making me rich but for the lifestyle 
options it offers: getting to mix with movers and shakers, setting your own hours pretty much, travelling a bit and, 
perhaps best of all, the chance to exert some influence. Journos rarely make it to the powerbroker class but they do get 
their egos stroked nicely. After all, we dispense today's drug of choice - publicity.  It's amazing the number of people 
who will prostitute themselves for that. Regrettably, a key characteristic of the drug trade is that it's hand-to-mouth. 
And freelance journalism ain't no different. I spend a lot of time conning myself by repeating the mantra of some 
bloody guru that if you follow your heart by doing work you love, the dollars will follow you. It's a nice notion but 
experience makes me think it was made up by some wanker who wanted to keep the rest of the world poor. Trouble is, 
I like spending. Love it. Money and me are great mates but it's just never a long-term relationship. In my late thirties 
and with two decades of journalism under my belt you'd think I'd be smart enough to settle down in a secure job and 
start to build a decent nest egg for my eventual retirement. But, damn it, I love the good life and being a freelancer 
offers the variety and spice that my never-ending quest for good times desperately craves. Besides, there's always my 
eternal optimism that lets me believe wealth and fame will come my way one day. A fool's dream, no doubt, but an 
enjoyable one if you don’t question it too closely. 

As I mulled over all this, the lure of a decent cup of coffee became even stronger. The temptation was tantalising but I 
knew a brisk bike ride would clear my head even better so I summoned the willpower to get into my shorts, t-shirt and 
runners and hurtle off around the block. The bike was pretty symbolic of my life, really. It was geared for speed and 
had been a beautiful machine once. Sleek and powerful it still was but neglect had dulled its external finish and it was 
long overdue for some general maintenance. It was a good goer, but, and never failed to get me home. Cheery 
greetings from several of the other crazies around my block who also were addicted to early morning exercise helped 
brighten my outlook somewhat so that by the time I puffed my way back down the driveway, things were starting to 
look a little cheerier. A plunge into the pool and twenty laps helped restore even more of my balance and when I had 
finished my shower and gulped down a banana and an apple, I was really ready for a caffeine kick. Settling down with 
the day's papers I scanned the major stories. Same old, same old. The national government scaring people into 
believing it remained the only hope for saving the world - or at least our part of it - and the state government sweet-
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talking its way out of another crisis. People dead in car crashes and young men beating up innocent bystanders outside 
inner-city nightclubs. Interest rates might rise because new car sales were soaring and house prices were starting to 
decline. Where was the real news? All this crap was just a daily rehash of yesterday's boring banalities. Sadly, 9/11 has 
jaded us. What happens to top that? God forbid, of course. It's just that everything else pales by comparison.

Putting aside The Courier-Mail, I turned to the local paper only to be confronted by another ghastly road crash and a 
cheery tale of how many koalas had died from dog attacks over the past month. It was enough to make the coffee taste 
bitter. Until I spotted a small story saying the Mayor of Raleigh City was considering a business mission overseas. He 
believed that China offered great opportunities for local companies and that our city should explore closer relations 
with this new global economic powerhouse. Trouble was, several of his council colleagues thought it was just an 
excuse for a junket and they wanted no part of it. Reckoned the city's leader should stay at home and look after local 
problems, not swan about like some latter day Marco Polo. The carping criticism was clearly self-serving but you 
could imagine it playing well to those who could hardly afford a tank of petrol till the next social welfare cheque 
arrived. Still, an idea started to sneak into my head and I leaned back to consider how I might be able to exploit this 
situation.

First port of call was Raleigh Council's PR guru, Sally Ferguson, and I hunted up her contact details in my mobile 
phone. Retrieving the number, I hit the call button and waited while it rang. All I got was an answering service so I left 
a message and began to think how I might fill the day. Leaving the comfort of my teak outdoor furniture setting on the 
verandah overlooking the leafy yard I loved so much and the pool that regrettably needed a bit of maintenance work, I 
wandered inside and settled down at the trusty laptop on my once sleek executive desk. It was probably still quite nice 
but its good features were mostly hidden from view under piles of manilla folders containing potential story leads, 
magazines that needed to be read, and stacks of books that would expand my knowledge of the world but for which 
there just didn’t seem to be enough hours in the day to actually read. As I waited for the laptop to boot up, the mobile 
rang and I was pleasantly surprised to hear the polished English tones of Sally from Raleigh Council.

'That was quick, sweetheart,' I gushed with cheery enthusiasm, picturing her Rubensesque body that was normally 
accentuated by tight-fitting tops and stylish slacks. She was no spring chicken and not what you'd call a hot babe but 
she did know how to make the most of her assets.

'Uncultured familiarity has never impressed me, Jimmy, you should know that by now. What is it that you want?'

'Now, now, no need to be like that, Sally. Haughtiness should be a last resort. The reason everyone loves you is not 
only your good looks, it's your sweet-natured approach to life.'

'I would have thought it a little early in the day for having a tipple,' was her typically sarcastic fend-off of my 
compliment.

'If I could only have you I'd never want for a drink again, Ms Ferguson.'

'Have you heard the phrase: not if you were the last man on earth?'

'Ouch, that hurt. Hey, give me a break, eh?'
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'Come on, Jimmy, what can I do for you? I have three media releases to finish within the next two hours and you'll 
never get any more work from me if I miss that deadline.'

'Okay, okay, I hear you. Look, I was interested in that story in today's local rag about the Mayor possibly going to 
China. Thought I might be able to help.'

'That would truly qualify as a miracle. Look, it's becoming a hot potato as you can probably guess and I don’t want to 
get caught in the middle so I'm staying well out of it. All I'm doing is presenting the bare facts and not even getting 
into discussion about it with any of the Councillors. Just not worth the hassle.'

'That's my point, Sally. I could help hose down the angst and pave the way for acceptance of the trip as a valid 
economic development initiative.'

'I'm sure that would be music to the Mayor's ears, Jimmy, but I can't help you, I'm afraid. You'll need to talk with 
Geraldine because it's a political thing and not straight media, okay?'

'Oh, god, not Gerry! What did I do to deserve that? You know she's such a tough nut.'

'My, my. Not starting to doubt your ability to charm anyone within earshot, are you?'

'I might be a charmer, as you call it, but I am sincere, Sally. That's why you should believe me when I tell you that 
devilish little smile of yours is so cute!'

'For god's sake, give it a rest.'

'Oh, all right, what's her number, mate?'

'You should be able to establish contact on 5473 though I think she's at a Water Board briefing in the city this 
morning. Perhaps try her this afternoon. And don’t be so scared of her. I actually think she doesn't mind you but if you 
ever - and I mean ever - let on that I said that I will hound you to the grave, do you understand?'

'Shit, I can’t believe that but thanks for the tip. I've never got that vibe from her but it's nice to hear you say it. All 
right, I'll get out of your hair and leave you to it. Don’t forget my number if you need any assistance. You know I'll 
quote you a great price, mate.'

'Stop it, you conniving creature. Though I may need some help in September when we're doing the annual report. That 
makes life pretty hectic and I've still got some funds in my budget for consultancy services so you may be lucky.'

'Thanks, Sally. I appreciate it. Have a great day, mate. Catch ya.'
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As I hung up I began to mull over what she'd said about Gerry. A stunning brunette in her late thirties, Geraldine
Pascoe was drop-dead gorgeous and knew every feminine wile there was. She could bend men to her will like 
sunshine melting snow. It was just a natural thing. But underneath her sexy exterior there was a cunning and 
calculating political operator who was tougher than teak and absolutely did not suffer fools gladly. We had worked 
together briefly quite a few times over the past five years since I did my first stint with Raleigh City Council and we'd 
achieved some good outcomes. The relationship was easy-going and friendly but there was a reserve she maintained 
that I had not been able to crack. It was hardly surprising that she distrusted most men because they all wanted to get 
into her pants and would say or do anything to get the chance. If she ever caught you out in a lie you were dead meat 
and would get the cold-shoulder treatment unless you were a major player and she needed you. Then she could be 
politely hypocritical and use you for all you were worth. It was fair to say I lusted after her - okay, just like all the 
other guys - but knew it was a fruitless task and had not let my natural attraction spoil the relationship. That she might 
not regard me as a dickhead was something I hardly dared imagine and shunted the thought to the back of my mind in 
case it jeopardised what I hoped might be a good money-spinner. With a couple of hours left till lunchtime, I was a 
good boy and worked hard on my unfinished stories so that I could start flogging them to potential outlets tomorrow.

Once that was done, I made myself a cheese and tomato sandwich and began to think how I might make a pitch to 
Geraldine. Given that it was ratepayers' money that would be used for the trip, the key was to sell it as a sensible use of 
those funds. That would involve getting a return on the outlay and that meant it had to create opportunities for 
businesses within Raleigh. That much was straightforward but there were sure to be political nuances that I was not 
aware of and they would have to be discussed face-to-face with Colin Porter, Raleigh's Mayor. If Geraldine would set 
up a meeting for the three of us I was sure I could get him onside. She would be the tough one and I had no idea how 
she might react to my fledgling concept. Still, wanting to believe that fortune favours the brave, I mentally squared my 
shoulders and dialled her number. Bugger me dead if she didn’t answer straight away.

'Geraldine Pascoe speaking. How may I help you?'

'It's Jimmy James, Geraldine. How have you been?'

'Good, thanks mate. What have you been up to?'

'Mostly smaller stuff over the past few months though I'm just about to finish a major feature on the government's coal 
industry screw-ups which won't make them very happy. Still, Mike over at Business Digest was adamant about the line 
I had to take so there was not much choice. I did have a very enjoyable feature on Fashion Week, though, for Style
magazine. That was a hoot. Got backstage access and have never seen so much flesh exposed outside of some of the 
shady nightclubs I've crawled through over the years. Would have done that one for free, darling. Still, I know you're 
busy so I'll cut to the chase.'

'Go on.'

'That article in today's Raleigh Gazette got me to thinking that Colin might need some help in pulling this trip off and 
selling it as a worthwhile exercise. Wondered if I might be able to get a quick meeting with you and him to toss around 
some ideas.'

There was no point even trying to get a meeting alone with the Mayor because Gerry guarded access to him like the 
codes to a nuclear warhead. It was her prime source of power because if she didn't let you through you almost certainly 
would not get anywhere near Colin Porter. People hated her because she used her influence. Still she did it with 
impunity because the Mayor thought the sun shone out her arse and that was it. He trusted her and relied on her 
discretion totally. They had forged a bond that was the source of constant gossip because of her good looks and their 
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closeness but no-one had ever successfully proved there was any kind of improper relationship. The rumour mills had 
hit fever pitch two years earlier when Geraldine had split with her husband but I had learned that that was because he 
couldn’t keep his dick in his pants and not anything she had done. Why he couldn’t be happy with one of the most 
attractive women around was anybody's guess but some guys are just idiots, I guess.

'Hmm. Not sure how this one's going to play out, Jimmy. It may very well get knocked on the head quick smart if the 
opposition heats up too much. Still, Colin's very keen and believes it would be a valuable exercise. What were you 
thinking?'

I really didn't want to discuss my ideas with her because I knew Colin would be an easier target. If I didn't give her 
some idea, though, I'd never get to the Mayor so she was holding all the aces.

'Was thinking that I might accompany to Mayor to report back to the community on just what happens on these trips. 
Naturally I'm not going to do a knife job.'

'Why would I believe that given what you just told me about the sticking it to the state government over the coal 
industry?'

'Because I've worked with you guys before and we all understand each other. Particularly because I can spin this well 
so that the community thinks it's something that simply has to be done. You know I'm a good salesman and my 
political nous is sharp. I know I can do it, Geraldine.'

'Not entirely convinced, Jimmy. Councillors Patterson and Giannopoulos are making life tough over the issue and they 
will smell a rat as soon as your name crops up. They'll accuse us of employing a spin doctor just to take the heat out of 
the issue.'

'Yeah, I know. But I've got an idea for that, too.'

'What is it?'

'Christ, I'll have nothing left to talk over with Colin.'

'You may not get the chance, Jimmy.'

Bitch! If she was a guy you’d want to punch her but because she oozes sex appeal you simply surrender. Hate that!

'You're a hard case, you know that? Anyway, I thought I could be engaged by the Raleigh Economic Development 
Board so that it would be at arm's length from Council. We both know the Mayor controls the numbers on the board 
but the public doesn't have any idea. It also works well because Councillor Patterson is Chairman of the board and will 
believe he can get inside information from me that might sink the Mayor.'
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'You have to watch your step with that cunning bastard. He'd do anything to shoot the Mayor down in flames. Still, it's 
not a bad idea, Jimmy. Let me have a chat with Colin and I'll get back to you. You still on the same mobile number?'

'Yep.'

'Okay, I'll come back to you as soon as I can. Bye.'

------------------------------------------------

Two days passed before Geraldine got in contact and I had almost begun climbing the walls. If Jimmy James has a 
flaw (and I've never noticed too many - yeah, right!) it's that he wants everything and he wants it NOW. It was 
exquisite pain to be left hanging by Gerry but she was the boss and it would have done me no good to hassle her. Still, 
the relief in my voice must have been palpable when I heard her commanding tones just before 10 o'clock on Friday 
morning. It was interesting because I had just come back from the local plant nursery where I'd made an impulse buy 
of another jade plant and set it down by two others I have near my front door. The Chinese regard jade as a money 
plant and they are supposedly great for feng shui. Having another one might just help me land a nice fee, I'd figured. 
But if I had been sceptical before, I was now a confirmed believer because no sooner had I got it in the right place and 
washed my hands than my mobile's ring tone went off.

'You might be in with a chance, Jimmy.' This was not a woman who wasted time on preambles. Still, my irreverent 
humour couldn’t resist treating her comment as a double entendre so I quipped: 'Why, thank you, Geraldine, I had no 
idea you felt that way about me.'

'You really can’t help yourself, can you?'

'Not when I'm in the proximity of a glittering mind like yours, mate.'

Even Gerry was nonplussed for a moment by this bit of bullshit but quickly put me back in my place by urging me to 
take my hand out of my pocket and concentrate. 

'Now, listen. Colin has a function at Parklands High School at 3.00 today to give merit badges to the Year 12s. None 
of the other Councillors are coming so there'll be no prying eyes. Meet us just inside the gate where the Visitors' car 
park is and we'll have a quick chat. We should be through by 3.30. Can you get there?'

'Yeah. Know where it is so I'll see ya there. And, thanks, mate. I really appreciate it.'

Yes! Now I had a chance to deliver my pitch to the Mayor. Like all politicians he loved having his ego stroked and I 
was confident I could persuade him my idea was a goer and that it would enhance his image and reputation. Not that 
he was the problem. Gerry was the one who really needed to be convinced and I'd have to be on my toes to get her to 
agree. Even if I could hurdle all the political obstacles, where the money would come from to pay for me could be the 
biggest stumbling block of all. Overseas travel doesn’t come cheap.
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For the next few hours I tried to be disciplined and write sensible copy but couldn’t focus on anything apart the 
looming meeting so I spent most of the time catching up on reading - research, if anyone asks! - until it was time to 
shower and get into some decent clothes. Since Geraldine always dressed impeccably, I decided to go for brown dress 
shoes, fawn slacks and a very pale lemon button-down collar business shirt. There was a bit of agonising about 
whether I'd use some after shave. Didn’t want Col to think I was a poof but even more I wanted Geraldine to think I 
had some taste and distinction so I finally opted for just a slap on each cheek. My insecurity kicked-in big time then 
and I felt as though I smelt like the inside of a bordello so drove most of the way there with the window down to try to 
blow some of the scent away. Bloody Geraldine has that effect on me. Like being on a first date. She was so gorgeous 
you couldn't not have the hots for her and she sure got my pulse racing though I always tried real hard to disguise my 
rampant lust with humorous banter. Since she could see through every man who ever walked there was no doubt my 
clumsy efforts at pretending I was not totally enamoured had about as much impact as a garden hose trying to halt a 
bushfire. Still, it was important to at least try to be cool about such things. 

My confidence in finding the school was just slightly misplaced and I had taken several wrong turns before I was 
forced to check the street directory and get back on track. Bugger! Thinking I might be late, I broke into a slight sweat 
and turned the air-conditioning up high to offset it. When the school finally came into sight I spotted the car park 
straight away and the Mayor's big blue limousine was still there with no-one around it so I started to breathe normally 
again. No sooner had I parked alongside it than I saw Colin and Gerry coming up the path from the Administration 
Block. Typically, Geraldine scored some points straight off by asking if I had chosen my vehicle colour so that I 
wouldn’t lose it in shopping centre car parks. Admittedly it was a bright, bright yellow and could be spotted a mile off. 
But, hey, it was voted Australia's best muscle car when the model was first released and such a beast is hardly for shy, 
retiring types. Colin didn't mind it, though, and while he was pumping my hand in a typical politician's handshake, he 
wanted to know if it was the Turbo model. Assuring him it was, we discussed top speeds and other such guy details 
while Gerry cooled her heels impatiently. The Mayor actually confessed he'd prefer to drive something like mine than 
his own giant Holden Statesman but reckoned voters would crucify him if he ever dared drive such a lairy vehicle. 
Colin was a larrikin at heart and loved exotic things which was why his mayoral office was crammed full of knick-
knacks. Such thoughts were shunted aside, however, as Geraldine interrupted our chit-chat to get down to business.

'So, Jimmy, tell us how you think you can help the Mayor with this China trip.'

'Well, as I understand it, there has been some discussion about the importance of China and its interest in Australia, but 
as soon as Col suggested he should travel overseas to investigate the potential, Councillors Patterson and 
Giannopoulos have stuck it to him and accused him of having Marco Polo delusions.'

'Bloody piss-ant bastards,' Colin shrilled in his typical gung-ho style. 'They've never achieved anything in all their 
miserable lives yet they dare attack me because I'm trying to make this city a better place. Bloody mongrels!'

'Steady on for a moment, Colin,' Geraldine intervened, 'let's hear what Jimmy has to say.'

'I share your view. They have always been whingeing knockers and it would be a privilege to help you bring them 
down a peg or two, Mr Mayor.' Colin Porter loved having his prejudices reinforced and I can suck up with the best of 
them. 'In my view, the best way to nullify them is to take the emphasis away from you. To do that, you should 
announce that you are going to investigate the potential for taking a trade mission to China. Run some ads in the 
Raleigh Gazette seeking expressions of interest from local firms willing to explore business opportunities in the 
world's largest emerging market. You can get Sally Ferguson to stage some information sessions at Council after hours 
to make companies aware of what would be involved. She should be able to get plenty of help from the Department of 
State Development and even Austrade. They're always pushing to help local companies develop export capability.'
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'Up there for thinking, eh Jimmy? I like the way your mind works, young fellah.' His eyes had become animated and 
an impish grin split his mouth to reveal a full set of bright, white teeth. Geraldine remained silent, waiting to see how 
good my idea was before committing herself. Always a cagey player.

'Of course, I'm a great believer that if you want something spontaneous to happen, you should organise it, Mr Mayor. 
So, the Chamber of Commerce should be gee'd up to get behind the initiative and some supporting noises from one of 
the local Members of Parliament wouldn’t go astray, either. Isn't Mark Jenkins the Minister for State Development? 
His seat covers part of Raleigh so he should get right behind it.'

'What happens if no-one is interested in going, Jimmy?'

'Look, Geraldine, there's enough cashed-up businessmen in this town who can afford a few grand to have a bit of a 
holiday in China. They can write off their expenses as tax deductions and the whole thing ends up costing them 
nothing. At the very worst they get away from the missus for a week and have the chance to enjoy a nice tipple each 
evening without her nagging them!'

Colin laughed out loud at this but even though I softened my deliberate chauvinism with a huge grin, I still got an icy 
glare from Geraldine.

'No wonder your wife walked out on you, Jimmy.'

'Geez, mate, I was just kidding. You don't have to go for the jugular every time, you know.'

Colin could have told her she was out of line but he never did. Not in front of anyone, at any rate.

'Look, the bottom line is that if no-one is interested, you take the high moral ground and say you offered them the 
chance but they were too blinkered to realise the opportunity. That way, you're not committed to anything and you can 
see how community sentiment unfolds. If voters won’t wear it then, fine, you can walk away with no harm done. But,
if a few people come forward, you are vindicated and you can play it by ear. If there's good support, you're laughing -
all the way to China!'

'I like it,' said Colin. 

'But where do you fit in?' asked the ever-practical Geraldine.

'Ah, now here's the thing. To prove that this trade mission is entirely kosher and not just an excuse for an overseas 
jaunt, I come along as an impartial observer to record how the whole thing unfolds. I can supply good material back to 
State Development for their journals and promotional brochures and there are quite a few angles I can sell to trade 
publications and business magazines. And you know where my loyalties lie so you have the assurance that I'm not 
going to tell any tales out of school.'

'Better bloody not or I'll have your guts for garters.'
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Ignoring his posturing, I pushed on. 'Of course, there's no guarantee of selling my stuff so I'd have to have my 
expenses paid and a retainer to defray my time costs. But I was thinking that the Economic Development Board could 
pick up the tab, rather than Council. That would prove my independence and impartiality. It would also be great if we 
could have a photographer along to capture some quality images. They'd show Raleigh as one of the most progressive 
local authorities in Australia. There'd be good brownie points in it for everyone: Council, the State Government and 
the development board. A win-win-win situation.'

'Trouble is, Jimmy, the board operates on a comparative shoe-string budget. I doubt they'd have sufficient spare 
funding to cover your costs.'

'That's true, Geraldine, but I've got quite a lot left in my Mayoral Discretionary Allowance this year and I could 
allocate funds to the board.'

'We'd have to make sure we had a formal request from the board's CEO first, boss, or Cr Patterson would stymie us.'

'That bastard is a rat and what's more he smells like a rat, Geraldine. But you're right. Still, you can talk to Malcolm 
and explain the situation to him. He owes his job to me so he won’t cause any problems.'

Turning his attention back to me he said: 'Jimmy, I think you're on a winner. With an ounce of luck we'll be off to 
China in no time. Geraldine and I will get to work on it and she'll come back to you in a couple of days. That okay by 
you?'

'Sure is, folks. Oh, by the way, if you happened to get in touch with some cities over there and they happened to issue 
you with an invitation to visit, you'd really be laughing. That way, you can argue that you are simply responding to 
their request.'

The Mayor's lips slid back in a smile that looked way too much like a crocodile that's just had a good meal. 'Are you 
sure you wouldn't like to come and work for me, Jimmy?'

'Mr Mayor, I would be privileged beyond belief to work for you but you don’t have a suitable job and I love my 
freedom. This way we don't get on each other's nerves and I maintain my veneer of integrity and impartiality.'

Geraldine spluttered theatrically at that but smiled. As we parted, I couldn’t help but admire her slender backside and 
flanks beneath the lightweight beige woollen suit she was wearing. Looking back over her shoulder as she got into the 
passenger side door, she caught me perving but instead of a glare I noticed the hint of a grin as the door slammed that 
made my heart go pit-a-pat. I was annoyed at being caught ogling her retreating figure because the fact was that I 
loved her mind just as much as her body. Some men seem to be scared by powerful women but to me they are 
aphrodisiacal. Physical coupling without mental stimulation was less satisfying than masturbation, I had decided years 
ago. To me, Geraldine Pascoe was the complete package but what the hell did I have to offer her? Get real, pal, and 
stop fantasising about the impossible dream. But what if, I day-dreamed as I got into my car and headed for home. 
What if?
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Chapter Two

Is this thing gonna fly?

Two weeks flew by but not a bloody word had I heard from anyone at Raleigh City Council. It was like I'd become 
persona non grata but then government moves at a much slower pace than the private sector and my desire to hear 
something was acutely sharpened by my need for income. My tax return had been processed and I did get a good-sized 
cheque but after my accountant had taken his fee and several claims were disallowed - for god's sake, why wouldn’t 
in-home stress relief massages be deductible? -  there was nowhere near as much as I had hoped and it meant that 
landing this council trip was essential if I was to continue eating. The Taxation Commissioner's decision to disallow 
$960 in fees for Jenny's Hands-On Healing so angered me that I rang Arthur my accountant and asked if I should 
legally challenge the decision. He rarely gets excited but this notion seemed to really hit a button with him.

'Jimmy, let me caution you against such a course of action. I've prepared your returns for what must be the best part of 
a decade now and I would hope that you would accept my advice as a professional. Let me say at the outset that it's not 
just about you, Jimmy. My own credibility is on the line when the Tax Office assesses deductions like this. You will 
remember how strongly I urged you not to make this claim but you insisted and so I went along. But having done that I 
must tell you - even at the risk of losing you as a client - that I will not be a party to legal action against the Taxation 
Commissioner over denying you a deduction for massages. Can you please tell me how some woman coming to your 
house twice month to strip off your clothes and rub oil all over you is going to make you a better journalist? Can you 
really try to explain that because I for one would like to know?'

'It's stress relief, Arthur. It enables me to think better and that way I'm able to write better copy. It actually helps me to 
earn more income which is good for the nation. I pay more tax and everyone's a winner.'

I thought I heard a groan but I could have been mistaken because there was a lot of traffic noise in the background. 
Then Arthur said - very slowly, I must admit: 'I looked-up this Jenny's Hands-on Healing in the phone book, Jimmy, 
and I was shocked.'

'What do you mean? That's where I found her number.'

'The ad shows the outline of a woman with, well - let me call a spade a spade here, Jimmy - enough silicone in her 
chest to float for a fortnight if she ever fell overboard. It appears as if she's wearing nothing and I'm not at all sure that 
her claim of satisfaction guaranteed actually has anything to do with quality assurance. Nor - and let me stress this - do 
I think that where the ad says "sweet relief" it was meant to say "stress relief". I'm just surprised that it doesn’t suggest 
"condoms supplied free".'

The way Arthur put it made me think he might have had a point and I reluctantly agreed to accept his advice and leave 
it until next year when he might reconsider. Just before he hung up it sounded very much like 'not till hell freezes over' 
but I couldn't be sure. Very straight types these accountants. Anyway, I think Jenny is a wonderful help. She provides 
a very stimulating service and I have found her fortnightly relief a very welcome aid to my concentration. In fact, it 
was not long after one of her sessions that I took a call from Malcolm Bosworth, the CEO of the Raleigh Economic 
Development Board. Wanted to see me in his office the next day if that was possible. Told him it sure was, and I'd be 
there at three.
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Tucked away in the far corner of the sixth floor of an eight-storey mixed-use commercial building in the back blocks 
of Settlers' Ridge, the REDB hardly presented an imposing image. As the touted gateway to both foreign and domestic 
investment in Raleigh City, it seemed to lack a little something. Frankly, it looked shonky and second-rate but, hey, 
who was I to denigrate a possible meal ticket? The receptionist - Julie said the name tag resting on her right breast -
offered a super sweet smile but her nasal twang undid her veneer of professionalism. Still, she tried and I admired her 
for that. Barely out of school, she wrote down my name on a Post-It note and went off cheerfully to check if Mr 
Bosworth was free to see me. Since I could see him quite plainly in his corner office picking his nails it was clear he 
had no other distractions of any note. Even so, formalities are instituted to create an ambience and I was willing to play 
this little game, if only to make Julie feel as though she had done something worthwhile. 

Inside, I almost shuddered at the thought of how a Japanese or Chinese or even Australian business person would feel 
on entering this office with a view to investing some of their hard-earned dollars. If it was me, I'd want to slip my 
wallet into my undies so that no-one could pick my pocket. But perhaps I was being unduly cynical. Malcolm seemed 
like a nice guy even though I found his comb-over terribly distracting. Those sparse strands of greying hair were 
ridiculously long and had to make a journey from very close to his right ear way over the top of his skull to the left. 
When they got there, they kind of kicked-up a little on the ends as if in celebration of their good behaviour. Of course, 
they were almost cemented into place by some kind of lacquer but, by this time, Malcolm was talking ten to the dozen, 
extolling the virtues of Raleigh as an investment destination. I had to tear my gaze away from his cranium and watch 
his lips which was almost as scary because as he got into stride little flecks of foam formed in the corners of his mouth 
and I found myself watching them grow at the expense of understanding a single word he was saying. It was only 
when I heard him mention a fee for my services that I was jolted back into reality and scrambled to recall what he had 
been saying.

As best I could make out, Raleigh was an economic powerhouse in far north Queensland, Australia's Sunshine State. A
group of tourism writers had once voted it one of the prettiest cities in the southern hemisphere. We locals always love 
that sort of accolade: makes us feel special that we're smart enough to live here while others have to come here for a 
holiday to enjoy our lifestyle. Malcolm waxed lyrical about a lot of other things - mostly statistical data - as I gazed in 
frightened wonderment at the ever-expanding little white bubbles in each corner of his mouth. Eventually, it was all 
too gross and I switched my focus to the window over Malcolm's shoulder. It offered a view of clear blue sky which 
was refreshingly crisp by contrast to his pallid skin. While the gist of his comments was lost in my fascination with his 
bodily fluids, I did take note that - no matter how badly Raleigh was currently being marketed - it had potential. And 
where there was potential, there were dollars. It was simply a case of identifying the positives and selling them to 
someone who had an interest in investing. Not always easy in practice, but the principle is straightforward.

Jolly Julie returned to ask if we would like coffee and I made out like it was a great idea if only in the hope that a 
cuppa might wash away Malcolm's little bubbles. Jotting down our preferences on a fresh Post-It note pad, any 
prospect I had nurtured of a refreshing cup of quality coffee was dashed when she asked if I would prefer decaf to 
'ordinary Nescafe'. No, I'll have the full strength stuff, Julie, I encouraged her. Her intrusion seemed to make Malcolm 
forget why he and I were meeting and he launched once again into a spiel on the many reasons Raleigh was a fabulous 
investment destination. Not only were there large tracts of land just waiting to be built on but Raleigh was a virtual 
hub of transport infrastructure so that whatever you might want to manufacture, you could truck it, train it, plane it or 
ship it anywhere across the globe as simply as breathing. Using Julie's return with two steaming mugs as an excuse to 
nudge Malcolm back on track I raised the proposed trade mission to China and what support the Development Board 
would give it. This was his opportunity to explain how the REDB fully appreciated globalisation and Raleigh's role in 
it. I might have spluttered my coffee a bit at that but, to be fair, the damned stuff was achingly hot because there was 
hardly a skerrick of milk in it. The fact that Malcolm and I had mismatched mugs that were as alike as chalk and
cheese hardly reinforced an image of an organisation at the cutting edge of international trade and development. Still, I 
reminded myself curtly, this outfit might be the key to a decent meal ticket so I had better pull my finger out and sell 
myself.
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'It's heartening that you see the big picture, Malcolm. Not enough people understand the incredible opportunity that 
China presents for a city like Raleigh.'

Though he nodded his head, it was not readily apparent from the dullness of his eyes that Mr Bosworth could really 
discern the glittering prize that lay across the oceans.

'The cheap source of labour available in China offers Western manufacturers an extraordinary opportunity to make 
their products for as little as a tenth of their cost here. Even taking into account the shipping costs back home, that 
provides a remarkable advantage over local manufacturers. And China is a market of 1.3 billion people. With the right 
product to sell, you can make a fortune. But I don't need to persuade you, Malcolm, I know that. The Mayor was 
telling me the other day what a good operator you are and how much he wants this China trip to happen.'

'He did?'

'Too bloody right, mate. Have you been buying him some decent Christmas presents or something? I almost thought 
he had the hots for you. Nah, just kidding.' The look in Malcolm's eyes at that jest was a trifle fearful. 'He made it quite 
clear he sees the Raleigh Economic Development Board as a key player in creating a better future for this city and is 
willing to let the Board take a share of the kudos for making this trade mission happen.'

'Hmm.'

It was becoming sadly clear that Malcolm Bosworth had not won this job because he was a big picture visionary. He 
had probably done the Mayor a big favour in the past or simply been in the right place at the right time. If anything 
was going to happen, I would have to join the dots for him.

'You know, the Board has an incredible opportunity here.'

'Does it? I mean, how?'

'Well, by sponsoring an independent journalist to travel with the Mayoral delegation, you have the best of both 
worlds.'

Though he nodded his head at my suggestion, it was achingly clear he didn't have a clue what I was getting at.

'Well, to any of the Mayor's enemies you prove your impartiality by engaging an independent expert to travel to China 
to make a realistic assessment of the potential value of that market to local companies. The Board proves it will not 
simply take the Mayor's word for it. You are at arm's-length from the Council and you show the whole world that that 
is the case by engaging me to - well, let's not put too fine a point on this - ensure the Mayor isn't just having a good 
time at ratepayers' expense. But, just as importantly, the Mayor sees you supporting his initiative by sending someone 
to catalogue the trip and report any positive outcomes. On top of all that, you get a source of quality publicity material 
that will help the Board position itself at the forefront of economic development agencies across Australia by being a 
proactive participant in a ground-breaking trade initiative that will be watched with interest by both the state and the 
federal governments. The REDB is going to be on everyone's tongue and you, as CEO, will be the name on everyone's 



15

lips. Tell you what, Malcolm, I'd be upgrading your headshots, mate. Get some really good ones done by a 
professional photographer because the magazines are going to be after really high-quality images to go with my copy.'

'Well, that certainly sounds quite good, Mr James, but what would it cost the Board?'

'Not much at all, Malcolm. Excluding air fares and accommodation - as well as reasonable out-of-pocket expenses, of 
course - a mere $800 a day. For that, you get first entitlement to all the copy I write specifically for the REDB.'

'Hmm. How long would this trip last?'

'Dunno. Maybe a week, maybe two. Certainly no longer than that.'

'So, that could be $11,200 for your fee but with air fares and accommodation on top of that.'

He might have been a bit slow with words but his facility with numbers was a striking contrast. 'That's right, Malcolm. 
And, for you guys, it would almost certainly be a tax deduction. It might also qualify for one of the federal 
government's Export Marketing Development Grants. So, effectively it costs you nothing.'

'Your self-interest is palpable, Mr James, but you are quite persuasive and the case you mount is certainly true. At the 
end of the day, though, this is a political decision and one that I won’t be taking without the full support of my board. 
The full support, Mr James, and I suspect you can understand my meaning.'

Try as I might, it was hard to keep the surprise from my face. The old bugger was not a fool; he'd just been playing 
with me. I should have known he couldn’t have got this job without being a reasonably competent political operator. 
Still, I hadn’t said anything insulting to him - had I? - and presumably he couldn’t read my thoughts so all was not lost. 
But I'd better offer him some support or he'd drop me like a hot cake. There was no doubt in my mind that Malcolm 
Bosworth liked a quiet life and potential hassles like I was presenting him were hardly welcome. I'd better demonstrate 
that I could help stifle any opposition.

'I hear you loud and clear, Malcolm. I'd be very happy to make a formal presentation to your board at the earliest 
opportunity. I can demonstrate a strong track record of success in having similar work published. I would expect, too, 
that the Mayor will outline his views to the board. Might I suggest that perhaps the importance of this mission is such 
that your Chairman should accompany the Mayor? Perhaps even yourself, to get a hands-on feel for the opportunities 
China represents?'

After a hearty chortle, he shook his head negatively. 'I've done stints through Asia in the past and I have no desire 
whatsoever to slog my way through China, thank you very much. I'm a meat and three veg man and have no desire to 
eat the crap those chinks thrive on. Hell will freeze over before I leave the comfort of my own neighbourhood. The 
chairman, though: that's an interesting ploy. Cr Patterson has already attacked the mayor for even suggesting this trip 
but he loves the good life and he'd probably change his mind if he got to go along himself. Hmm. You think you've got 
all the angles covered, don’t you?'

'Not necessarily, Malcolm, but the prospect of this trip quite excites me so I'm keen to minimise any potential 
problems. That puts you and me on the same side.'
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'Don't forget it, lad, because you'll pay a price if you do. I can tell you think I'm a bit past it but I've been around a 
long, long time and I was playing these kinds of games before you were even a gleam in your father's eye. Cross me 
and you'll regret it. And if any details of our conversation make it to anyone else, you'll also find yourself out in the 
cold. Other than that, I'm sure we can have a mutually beneficial relationship. I'll talk with Col Porter and come back 
to you. We do have a board meeting scheduled for next Tuesday so keep yourself free around two o'clock if you can. 
Won't make any promises but we'll see what happens.'

With that, we shook hands and no sooner had I picked-up my briefcase than Julie was at the door to escort me out. 
They might have looked like a pair of bumbling no-hopers but they were proving that appearances can be deceptive.
As I drove back home I wondered what else I might be able to do to engineer a decision that would get me to China -
and earn me some bucks. Still, it wouldn’t do to be seen as too keen. Better to let Col Porter make the running. Even 
so, anything I could do to help him would work in my favour. Time to give him a call, I figured, but better to wait till I 
got home and could concentrate better.

Fortunately, he was in his office and the secretary put me straight through. 

'Hi, Mr Mayor, thought I'd give you an update and check what's happening. Just had a meeting with Malcolm 
Bosworth at the Economic Development Board. An interesting character, that one.'

'Ha, ha. Did you take him for a fool?'

Ruefully, I confessed that I had initially thought he was not up to the task. 'But then I began to see a different side to 
him.'

'Damn right. He used to be one of your mob - a journo - then he got elected to the Tasmanian Parliament. Served two 
terms then dropped out and ran a PR consultancy for many years. Came to Queensland a decade ago and used to do 
some work for me. I trust him more than my mother. You don't think I'd let an arsehole like Cr Patterson become 
chairman if I didn't have someone keeping tabs on him, do you?'

I'd done a bit of work with Colin Porter over the past few years but nothing extensive. I'd always assumed he was a 
good operator but I was starting to think he might be a bit craftier than I had given him credit for.

'Since you raise that name, Mr Mayor, I did suggest to Malcolm this afternoon that perhaps Cr Patterson might like to 
go to China, too.'

'Over my dead body! He's a scumbag.'

'But, Mr Mayor, if you bring him into the tent, he can't piss on it. It's an easy way to neutralise him and, as Malcolm 
says, he's probably criticising you more because he can’t go than any other reason - apart from the fact, of course, that 
he just doesn’t like you.' I was telling Raleigh's elected leader nothing he didn’t already know.

'The prick is always slagging me off. Why should I do anything for him?'
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'Well, look at it this way. If he stays behind, he's only going to tear strips off you, isn’t he? He'll have an easy run in 
The Gazette without you here to rebut him. But, if he's with you, you can keep an eye on him. In fact, if you play your 
cards right, you might even get evidence of him in a compromising situation. Maybe he'll get drunk one night and say 
the wrong thing. Who knows?'

I was pushing it, but the more I thought about this trip, the more I wanted it to happen and for me to be a part of it. 
Suddenly, it was personal.

'Oh, I don't know, Jimmy. Not sure I could stand being that close to the bastard. He has BO, you know?' This was 
hardly the truth as Steve Patterson and Colin Porter both cared quite a lot about their appearance. Steve was a tall, 
elegant, man-about-town type in his early forties who favoured French cuffs and slickly tailored suits. His sandy blond 
hair was neat, albeit thinning, and always impeccably well-groomed. He could be an arrogant bastard but never smelly. 
Col was short, barrel-chested and built like a tank even though he no longer worked physically hard. He had an off-
hand approach to his clothes in which he was happier in sloppy, work-type gear but when he was playing the role of 
Mayor, he dressed accordingly. Now in his fifties, he'd never go as far as swish shirts and cuff links but he had a 
passion for quality hand-made shoes and he indulged this passion almost to excess. It was said he never wore the same 
pair two days in a row and that he had something like forty pairs at home; all made especially for him by an Italian 
family down in Melbourne. Still, when two strong-willed men face-off to each other as these two did almost 
incessantly, the truth was an easy casualty. Throw enough mud and some will stick was the mantra they both shared 
though they'd never admit it.

'And he probably doesn't change his underwear every day either, Col, (never does any harm to play up to a patron's 
prejudices) but there's likely to be a reasonably sized group going along so there'll be space between you. Anyway, 
think about it. Malcolm is suggesting I should do a pitch to the full board next Tuesday. He'll let me know. Says he 
won’t do anything without talking to you first.'

'That's my boy. All right. Leave it with me and I'll mull it over. Talk to you soon.'

-------------------------------------------------

I had to hand it to Colin Porter. No wonder he was Mayor of Raleigh: the little bastard was as cunning as an outhouse 
rat. He was standing at the far end of what could - at a very long stretch - be called the REDB boardroom. There were 
eight of us squeezed in around a large white wood table that had seen better days. It was flanked on one side by several 
large-scale aerial photos of Raleigh and adjacent areas and the other was home to a whiteboard that really didn't live 
up to its name. The tatty remnants of a hundred previous jottings could be seen underneath the bold black numbers that 
Mayor Porter was scrawling in his nearly illegible handwriting. Six of us were engrossed in the theatrics that Colin 
was unleashing on us. The one who had his eyes downcast and was staring fixedly at the long sender hands clasped in 
front of him, was Cr Stephen Patterson. He was not liking what he was hearing and appeared determined not give the 
Mayor the satisfaction of seeing his increasing annoyance. The cause of his heartburn was the unashamed blackmail 
that Colin Porter was outlining in brutal detail on the board.

'So . . . Council funds this happy little collective to the tune of $340,000 a year. You guys raise a pathetic $39,000 
yourselves from a variety of activities that probably aren't worth the effort that goes into them. Without Council, you're 
nothing. I could win a whole lot of votes by shutting you down and saving ratepayers all that money. It would be over 
a dollar a year off everyone's rates' notice and if you think they wouldn’t believe a buck a year was worth voting for, 
then just let me try it! Gentlemen, this China trade mission might be the most important economic development 
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initiative Raleigh has ever seen. It might be a complete and utter flop, too. But make no mistake, I'm going to give it 
my best shot. And this board is going to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with me or it won't exist by the end of the first 
Council meeting after the next election. I promise you that, so believe me. And, in case you think you've got another 
two cosy years before the next poll, I'll be halving your funding at the next budget. And then I'll halve it again. See if 
you can afford to pay yourselves nice directors' fees then.'

Now it wasn't just Cr Patterson who was uneasy. Several of the other directors were starting to squirm in their seats. 
Their fees weren't much but it was the easiest $10,000 most of these guys could pick-up in a year. They all had 
reasonable track records in business but none of them was rolling in money. At best they could be described as stolid 
but verging on stodgy. By perusing their last annual report on the REDB  website I had found that their business 
careers could hardly be described as illustrious but nor, to be fair, had they ever disgraced themselves. They were out 
to pasture these days and here was Colin Porter rattling their cage something fierce. In their hey-day they might have 
fought back but not now. At this stage they were after the quiet life and the Mayor was untroubled in exploiting that.

'Gentlemen, I know this is making you uncomfortable but our community is demanding high level performance from 
its representatives. The people want results, not bullshit. It's true that Council feels most of this heat but if the spotlight 
of community concern was focused on the REDB, you would find the glare very uncomfortable. I can promise you 
that. The best way to keep your role on this board is to demonstrate support for the China trade mission and you can do 
that by sending your chairman along to lend his credibility to the initiative.'

Cr Patterson's head snapped up at this and he was obviously taken by surprise. A few sharp intakes of breath from the 
rest of the board indicated that here was a real power play by the Mayor. He was clearly in a mood to take no prisoners

'Yes, Steve, I think it's time the Chinese were privileged to see you first-hand. I don't think your shining light should be 
hidden away down here in Raleigh when there's a whole new world out there just waiting to be explored. And just 
think, folks: if the chairman appreciates the value of this trip, it will show the world you mean business and that you 
are a pace-setting organisation with a clear vision for the future of our great city. Couldn’t see me getting away with 
cutting your budget then, eh?'

The Mayor's apparent niceness at the end fooled nobody but none of those seated around the table was apparently 
willing to voice any opposition. Silence reigned until Cr Patterson spoke up.

'You think you've got it all sewn up, don't you Col? Well, you might have the whip hand right now but things will 
change and your bullying will bring you undone yet; just you wait and see. And I'll cheer when it does.'

The two antagonists exchanged sardonic grins that did nothing to hide the bitter enmity that glinted coldly in their 
eyes. Such was the intensity of their antagonism that I felt somewhat disconcerted. Queasiness stirred in my stomach 
as I realised the looming difficulty of walking a tightrope between these two egotists. Had it been such a good idea to 
suggest Cr Patterson be shanghaied like this? I'd thought I was pretty clever to suggest he come with us but like a 
hangover the morning after it now wasn't sitting at all well with me. Still, too late now. Ever the optimist, I briefly 
wondered if Cr Patterson might fight the Mayor's proposal that he go to China, too. Having already denounced the 
Mayor for behaving like a fat cat, it would be quite plausible for Patterson to take the high moral ground and refuse to 
go. But there's not many people who seek elected office who don't like a perk. It's the nature of the beast in my 
experience and on those occasions I'd worked with Council in the past and had seen Patterson in action, I'd formed the 
view that he liked the little benefits that went with the job: the flash car; the subsidised meals from the canteen; the 
Personal Digital Assistant; the laptop computer for personal use. Councillors did well for themselves, especially those 
in the larger local authorities and Raleigh was one of the bigger councils in Australia. Its annual budget was around 
$200 million which was a trough big enough to accommodate quite a few snouts. Regardless, the bottom line was that 
all-expenses paid jaunts to the other side of the world don't come along very often and instinct told me Patterson was 
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unlikely to surrender a fascinating foray into one of the world's most exciting yet mysterious nations. The tension 
around the table was palpable as the chairman rose to his feet to address his board.

'Okay, gentlemen. You know my views on this matter: I have the gravest doubts that a trip to China is warranted or 
justifiable. Still, you have just heard the Mayor demand my participation in this trade mission. I can hardly refuse such 
an instruction.'

The crafty devil was overstating the case monumentally but any rhinoceros would be proud to have his hide.

'Would one of you like to move that the chairman accompany the Mayor on the proposed China trade mission?' he 
continued. 

Another smart move. The minutes would show that Patterson was effectively instructed by his board to take part. He 
was just obeying orders. Yeah, right! He was not finished, though, and cast a glance around the table before lingering 
on Colin Porter.

'Since the Mayor claims this trip is for the benefit of local businesses, I believe it prudent that it not proceed unless at 
least five local companies agree to take part. The final decision, naturally, rests with Raleigh Council but I will not 
participate unless there is sound local support.'

Cunning as a shithouse rat, I thought, but kept my face noncommittal.

'I also urge that it be moved that the board engage the services of Mr James L. James to accompany the delegation - if 
it proceeds - in order to provide appropriate media and publicity services. You heard his credentials' presentation 
earlier and he appears to offer the skills we need. Let it be noted that Mr James will report to the chairman and take all 
instructions from him. Thank you, gentlemen. All in favour? That's settled then. Don't forget to pack some antacid 
tablets, Mr Mayor, I'd hate to see you discomfited by the food over there.'

'Your concern for my health is touching, Councillor,' was the Mayor's response even though his strained smile 
suggested he would happily plunge a knife into Patterson's back - or one of his eyes for that matter! -at the first 
opportunity.

All day I had been eager to learn if would be engaged by the board and win my trip to China but now it all seemed 
somewhat tawdry. The rivalry between these two was poisoning the whole venture. My only thought now was to
escape so I rose and thanked the directors for their faith in me and assured them I would do everything in my power to 
make the mission worthwhile and a sound investment. My legs could hardly carry me fast enough past Julie's reception 
desk and downstairs to the car park. I took off quickly but as I drove past the entrance, Colin Porter emerged and 
flagged me down. Coming around to my side window he said: 'Don't take any notice of that little creep's motion. You 
work for me, right? And if I get even a hint that you're going soft on that prick, I'll fuck you up the arse with a red-hot 
poker. You understand?'

'Certainly, Mr Mayor. I hear you loud and clear.' Even though I regarded him as a solid acquaintance with whom I'd 
shared quite a few laughs it was impossible to suppress the tiny quaver in my voice as I answered. I knew he could be 
nasty if provoked but I'd never experienced it personally. I could see in the rear-view mirror that he was laughing as I 
drove out of the car park but I was under no illusions about his jocularity. His cold eyes were as menacing to me as 
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they had been to Steve Patterson just a few minutes earlier. I was left to wonder if positions of power change people or 
if only people with a hardness of heart are attracted to positions of authority. Aren't there any nice guys at the top? It 
was hardly a comforting notion and I wondered just how precarious it would be tip-toeing around these two 
megalomaniacs for the duration of the trade mission. For better or worse, I was about to find out.
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Chapter Three

Here we go, here we go, here we go!

It was a week or so later when I received  a call from Michael Collins. We'd met a few times during my previous stints 
with Raleigh Council when he was a promotions officer with Environmental Health and we were working on a public 
interest initiative to promote Healthy Waterways. After we quickly reminisced on the vagaries of that campaign, he 
told me he'd moved sideways and upwards as the person responsible for economic development in council. The voice 
was cheerful enough but there seemed to be a weary tinge to it. He told me that a report had gone through Council 
arguing the merits of a China trade mission and it had been endorsed by a majority so it was now official policy. The 
only qualification to be imposed was that a minimum of five local businesses took part. When I suggested that was Cr 
Patterson scoring himself a partial face-saver, Michael did not disagree. He told me advertisements would appear in 
local papers late this week and interested parties would be asked to attend a meeting at Council the following 
Wednesday evening at seven o'clock where details of the trip would be discussed. He was ringing to ask if I'd be 
attending.

Like a typical journo, I peppered him with a series of questions trying to establish for myself just where things stood 
within council. As the minutes ticked-by and my charm offensive began to win him over, Michael started to loosen up. 
He confided that the antipathy between the Mayor and Cr Patterson was as intense as ever and that being seen by 
either of them to be in any way partial towards the other was regarded by staff as the kiss of death. From my 
experience with Council I knew it was a reality that public servants could not be sacked anywhere near as easily as 
private sector workers but their careers could still be battered and bruised by elected officials who took a dislike to an 
officer. It wasn't supposed to be that way but, hey, who said the world was a fair place? 

I learned that the Raleigh Chamber of Commerce had been active in spreading the word about the mission as had the 
Economic Development Board. In the latter case it might have been in spite of the chairman's misgivings but annual 
director's fees and other perks were obviously not to be sniffed at because his board colleagues had risen to the 
occasion and pumped their networks for a positive response. Michael said the two organisations had suggested about 
fifteen to twenty business people had expressed interest in attending the China briefing. He could add me to the list, I 
assured him. The format would be relaxed, he said, and that Sally Ferguson was compiling a briefing paper and would 
conduct the session. When I commented positively on Sally - having worked with her a few times in the past - his 
response was pleasant enough but more subdued than I had anticipated and my instincts wondered what the cause 
might be.

'So, you'll be coming with the mission?' I speculated.

'Dunno. Anybody's guess, really, though I wouldn’t be surprised if I missed out.' 

'Why? Aren't you responsible for economic development within council?'

'Yes, but councillors aren't going to let everyone under the sun travel halfway around the world. This will be a costly 
exercise and the competition for places is fierce.'
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'So, who do you reckon will get to go?'

'I think Sally Ferguson will get a guernsey. She's senior to me and that counts for a lot. Perks tend to go to those 
highest up the totem pole. Or up the Mayor's arse.'

'Michael!' I remonstrated, 'that's not nice.'

'Besides I don’t have tits. What chance have I got?'

'You sound as tender as a tennis elbow getting hit with a brick, matey. You got it in for Sally?'

'Nah. In fact, good luck to her, Jimmy. Doesn't really bother me. I'd rather go to Europe. Or South America. Or 
Hawaii.'

His bravado was admirable but fooling no-one. Still, he was clearly smarting and no-one likes having their nose 
rubbed in it so I went along with his line of reasoning. 'Yeah, China's a strange place. I'm not at all sure what to 
expect.'

'Plenty of bloody strange food and a lack of creature comforts. But that hardly matters: after all, it's a free trip, mate.'

'Yeah, you're right there. So which councillors do you reckon will go?'

'Christ knows. That'll be a real bunfight. You could gaze at tea leaves for a fortnight and not come up with the right 
answer to that one. The usual suspects will be trying to get their snouts in the trough. Can't help 'emselves. But it's 
anybody's guess at this stage. Anyway, someone's standing at my door so I guess I'll see you Wednesday evening?'

'Sure thing, Michael. Look forward to it.'

Over the next few days I checked that my passport was still current - it was, thank heavens - and that my suitbag was 
still in good enough nick for overseas travel. In recent times it had been lucky to get around Australia let alone 
offshore. With numerous small articles I had drafted but not properly polished for publication I had plenty to keep me 
busy and managed to keep Raleigh fairly much out of mind until Tuesday when curiosity got the better of me and I 
decided to ring Sally Ferguson. She was tied-up at a meeting of council but phoned me back just after lunch.

'Thanks for coming back to me, Sally. How were the troops this morning?'

'Very restless, I have to say, James. I take it you are referring to the China trade mission?'

'Indeed I am, Ms Ferguson.' She was a stickler for formality which I assumed was due to her English ancestry. Her 
parents had migrated to Australia when she was in her early teens but the past two decades had done nothing to 
diminish her posh accent. In fact, anyone who didn’t know her background would think she had just landed on our 
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shores. Why she persisted with this anachronism was anyone's guess because it rarely sat well with Aussies, especially 
those who found out she had been here for more than twenty years. She reinforced her penchant for conservatism with 
her physical appearance. Avoiding the sun's damaging rays was an article of faith for her with the result that her skin 
was almost translucent. Were it not for the bright pink blush that suffused it regularly you would think it terribly 
fragile. Her figure could be described as matronly were she not so young. Statuesque was an alternative description 
although most blokes just said she was well-stacked or simply had big tits. For my taste, they were a little too large but 
most blokes take the view that you can't have too much of a good thing and the looks Sally always attracted was proof 
of that pudding. For a sheila, she was a good bloke, if you know what I mean! But she did have this love of 
correctness. My own larrikin streak caused her heartburn and you could see her actually wince at my irreverence, 
especially to sacred cows. Still, we both shared a commitment to professionalism which enabled us to find some 
common ground. As a boss she was demanding but fair and were it not for her I would never have had a relationship 
with Raleigh City Council. She had engaged me about three years earlier to draft copy for their annual report and it 
was only when the job was finished that I found out why I had been selected over the other half-dozen writers who had 
applied. Seems my colloquial flair - which was anathema to her own preferences - was what she felt was needed to 
make the report accessible to the community. She wanted the turgid prose of the bureaucrats re-worked into layman's 
language and felt I could do that better than the competition. It was all fairly futile for I have never come across 
anyone yet who has actually read an annual report - apart from those specifically engaged in the task of producing one 
or finance reporters who have to summarise their contents for those who like reading the business pages. Still, there 
were more contemporary matters to be dealt with.

'Who do you think will be joining you on the trip, Sally?' 

'The assumption that I am participating may very well be mistaken, James. I have no doubt the Mayor will want 
Geraldine Pascoe to meet his needs while travelling (ooh, did I detect the hint of a suggestion there?) and several 
councillors will prefer that Michael Collins go to provide a deeper focus on economic development aspects. In which 
case we might not have the pleasure of each other's company.'

'That'd be a dreadful shame, Sally. Leave me bloody heart-broken, it would!'

'Stop taking the mickey, James, it's hardly edifying.'

'Can't help myself, darling, you know that. Tell you what; I couldn't help but detect a smidgeon of tension between Col 
and Steve Patterson.'

'It is true that the Mayor and Cr Patterson have been known to disagree on occasion.'

'Masterful understatement, matey, though you know damn well they hate each other's guts.'

'Was there a purpose to this call, Mr James?' Liked to play a straight bat did our Ms Ferguson and making personal 
comments about Councillors or officers was something she studiously avoided. Still, in her role, it was a dangerous 
business to get involved in politics. You could never keep all of the councillors happy and there were plenty of other 
stakeholders who could make life unpleasant if they were displeased. It was testimony to Sally's discipline and 
commanding sense of ethics that no-one ever had a bad word about her professional ability or the way she conducted 
herself. Of course, some said she had a broomstick stuck in an unfortunate place but you get that.

'Just wondering what level of response there has been for tomorrow night's meeting?'
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'We've had quite a lot of calls but it's hard to tell how many are really interested. Still, I believe there might be twenty 
or so attend.'

'You'll be there?'

'Yes, I'll be providing the briefing.'

'Excellent! I'll come along then. And make sure I wear some nice clothes.'

'Whatever you wear will be of no interest to me, Mr James. Still, I'm sure others would appreciate any effort you might 
make to enhance your general image.'

'Ow! You could hurt me saying things like that, Sally.'

'Goodbye, Mr James.'

Even though the phone line clicked dead while the receiver was still to my ear, I could hear a smile in her voice. She 
projected an image that she was entirely impervious to other people's opinions of her but I knew from previous 
experience that she loved a compliment as much as the next person. She would never regard me in a sexual way, I felt, 
but she didn’t mind my blatantly obvious attempts at flattery. Her mouth might be held in a tight, firm line but she 
couldn’t stop her eyes crinkling. Oh well, we'd just have to see what tomorrow evening would bring.

Wanting to create a good impression, I ensured I was quite early and not surprisingly was one of the first to wander 
into the council meeting room to find Michael and Sally busily checking their PowerPoint presentation. From the few 
slides I saw it looked like a lot of statistical data rather than pretty pictures. Bummer! Standard blue background stuff 
with lots of statistical data. Rather than be bored twice, I figured I'd leave it for later. The only other person was a very 
tall and quite intense looking man whose erect posture suggested a military background. Introducing himself, he gave 
his name as Rafe Swinburne. His business card seemed to appear magically out of nowhere but I was unable to 
reciprocate. I told him I was a freelance journalist as I studied the details of his stark white card. A string of post-
nominals suggested a man devoted to continuing education or simply a penchant for membership of professional 
associations, I couldn't tell which. He was Principal of Durapave Pty Ltd and he informed me that he and his partners 
had developed a new style of asphalt paving that substantially reduced the depth of roadbase needed to provide the 
necessary strength to carry heavy trucks without breaking up. The cost savings were significant, he assured me, and 
confided that he hoped Raleigh City Council might actually become a customer.  In response to his query about my 
interest in the trade mission, I said that I would be travelling as an observer. He seemed not to understand what that 
meant but didn't have the conversational skills necessary to pursue the matter so I left him and went to say hello to 
Michael. Apart from his height, which was tallish like me, he was the complete opposite of Rafe Swinburne. Michael's 
head was crowned by an unruly mass of golden ringlets that hung below his shirt collar. They were in stark contrast to 
his forehead which was mightily exposed to the elements due to a hairline that receded right back to the tops of his 
ears. Put simply, Michael was well on the way to being bald but offset this deficiency by letting the rest of his hair 
grow long. Rarely a good look but he actually carried it off reasonably well. He had a big beak of a nose but his head 
was large and his schnoz didn't seem too outlandish in the scheme of things. The thick-lensed glasses he favoured gave 
him an owlish look but he was such a happy chap that his face was nearly always illuminated by a ready smile. 
Whatever it was, women found him cute. They ignored his perennially rumpled look and played up to him as if he was 
their best friend. Try as I might to understand his secret I couldn't go past sincerity. Seemed to be the only thing 
working for him. Go figure!
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'G'day ya old bastard,' he cried jovially as I joined him at the lectern. 'Wanted to be early to get a front row seat, eh?'

'Just thought I'd do the right thing and try to impress everyone.'

'Then why are you wearing those clothes?' This from Sally who immediately patted my arm to assure me that I did 
actually look quite presentable and that she was just joking. Catching me in the involuntary act of checking my outfit 
to see that I hadn't mismatched something, Michael burst into laughter and told me to relax; that Sally was just having 
me on. She said nothing but her smirk was unmistakeable as she fiddled with the laptop jutting from the side of the 
lectern. We were interrupted by the high-pitched nasally twang of Colin Porter as he gusted into the room and 
addressed the three of us with such bonhomie that we might have been voters. But then he spotted the real voter and 
swept off to give Rafe Swinburne the full force of his personality. Poor Rafe. 

By now, several other people had arrived and were milling aimlessly down the back of the room. Sally hastened away 
to greet them and hand out her business cards. I was beginning to feel naked without any. A few more business types 
wandered in and Col began working the room in earnest. He was such a practised hand at it which was hardly 
surprising since it was his bread and butter. As leader of the city he had an unwritten duty to make his citizens feel 
loved by their mayor. It was a funny thing; the more he bolstered their egos by sweet-talking them, the more they felt 
obliged to say nice things back and his ego ended-up being stroked quite nicely in return. A beautifully symbiotic 
relationship.

The large white-faced clock in the middle of the side wall showed it was now just past seven o'clock and Sally called 
out for us to take a seat at one of the many small worktables that had been set in a large rectangle. She advised that 
formalities would begin in five minutes to allow a little more time for late-comers. Choosing a seat at the rear so I 
could get an uninterrupted view of everyone, I counted more than twenty people. The majority were men and about 
half a dozen wore shirts and ties. The rest were casually-dressed but in outfits that looked as though they had a dollar 
or two. Except for one young bloke who seemed as though he'd just come off the farm. He really stood out. The few 
women were conservatively dressed but stylish. Suddenly, my attention was caught by a goddess who strode into the 
room with a male business-suited executive in her tow. Spotting Sally, they exchanged greetings and made their way 
up to the front where they took seats and rummaged in their briefcases to produce wads of brochures and pamphlets. 
The bloke looked like a senior bureaucrat in his grey suit and white shirt. But his companion could have graced the 
cover of a men's magazine. A thick tangle of blond hair swept over her shoulders, framing an exquisite face. It was her 
chest, however, that caught my attention, sheathed as it was in a pastel blue cashmere sweater that left little to the 
imagination. It was a crowd-stopping outfit and as I dragged my eyes away, it was hardly surprising that several of the 
other guys were hypnotically attracted to her charms. Yes, it might be pathetic that guys can’t help themselves when it 
comes to an ample bosom but this lady had utterly no intention of hiding her assets. They were there for the whole 
world to see and even some of the women were surreptitiously checking her out. Colin Porter, of course, was 
irresistibly attracted and made his way there to greet them just as Sally called the meeting to order. The program for 
the evening, she informed us, would be an overview of China and its importance economically and politically to 
Australia, then a quick summary of export market development from Austrade, followed by the mayor who would 
explain why a trade mission was important for Raleigh City and the far north Queensland region.

Sally pointed out that the People's Republic of China is home to some 1,300 million people and that its economy has 
been growing at a pace two to three times that of just about any other place on earth for the past ten years. It is one of 
Australia's major trading partners and the two countries sell each other billions upon billions of dollars worth of 
commodities each year. Australia is the nett beneficiary of this exchange, selling much more to China - mostly in the 
form of raw materials such as coal, iron ore and grains - than we buy from them - mostly in the form of low-priced 
manufactured goods. Although, increasingly, sophisticated big-ticket consumer items now carry 'Made in China' 
stickers, the result of many of the world's major manufacturing companies taking advantage of China's ridiculously 
low company tax scales and even lower pay rates.
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A scraping of chairs caught my attention and I noticed that Malcolm Bosworth and Councillor Steve Patterson had 
joined us through a door on the other side of the room. As chairman and CEO of the Raleigh Economic Development 
Board it was hardly surprising they would keep each other company. As they gazed around the room to see who was 
there, both nodded in my direction although Malcolm's was the friendlier greeting.

Returning my attention to Sally, she was explaining that China offered enormous potential as an export market for 
local manufacturers. Chinese incomes were a pittance compared to Australian wages but they had developed a real 
taste for consumerism and loved to spend. It was proposed that the trade mission visit Shanghai, Suzhou and Beijing, 
apparently three of the five most important cities in China. There followed a lot of detail about the local currency, 
health issues, the need for travel insurance, expected weather conditions and so on. Mine were not the only eyes to 
start glazing-over but Sally appeared to recognise this and told us there would be folders of information made 
available at the end of the meeting. She then called-on Carl Jaeger and Melissa Thwaites from Austrade to provide 
some more detail on export opportunities in China. Carl remained seated while Melissa rose to the lectern. She knew 
how to make an entrance this girl because as she stood in front of us riffling her notes there was a general shuffling of 
chairs similar to what happens when someone makes a faux pas. Not that Melissa had done anything wrong. Far from 
it. It was just that her choice of bra was an interesting combination with the cashmere sweater because it hid nothing 
from the imagination. Frankly, it just hid nothing. Full stop. And there were two very pertinent and inordinately ample 
full stops suddenly confronting everyone in the room. Now, girls, don’t get shirty. You may think I'm being sexist but 
this was an exceptional sight. There was simply no ignoring those nipples. They clearly wanted to be stars of the show 
and they let no-one down. Honest to god, even the women in the room appeared to be fascinated. As Melissa got into 
the swing of her delivery, they subsided and it might just have been my imagination but it seemed like there was a 
collective sigh of relief around the room. Not for long, though, for they just kept popping up like a set of traffic lights 
turning red seemingly without warning. And if it is sexist to be enthralled by such a display, what goes through 
Melissa's mind as she selects a sheer fabric bra and second-skin top to do a presentation to a meeting like this? You 
couldn’t possibly suggest she didn't know what she was doing. Certainly Austrade did for there was absolutely rapt 
attention to their spiel on Export Market Development Grants and other schemes to aid the sale of Aussie goods 
overseas. If this was the Australian government's marketing ploy to boost exports then it got my vote. Ooh, yeah. Mind 
you, Melissa and Austrade might have been too smart by half because later that night - she kept coming back to mind, 
I'm sorry - I could not recall a skerrick of what she had said but I could picture every second of her presentation. I was 
in love. Again!

Still, all good things come to an end and Sally eventually thanked Melissa for her insights into China and then invited 
Mayor Colin Porter to address us. He couldn’t resist a leer at Melissa as he thanked her for making us all more aware 
of the importance of exports in supporting Australia's great way of life. And then he was into some tub-thumping 
patriotism, telling us how he was personally committed to creating the conditions in which every Raleigh citizen who 
wanted to work could get a job. No child in his city should be denied the opportunity to enjoy the working life of their 
choice. As Mayor, he had a vision for Raleigh to be engaged with the world. Technology was shrinking the globe and 
making national boundaries less relevant. China was too big and too important to be ignored and it was up to business 
people with imagination and flair to assess the Chinese market to see if they could use it to generate revenue streams 
that would foster further investment and create more wealth. His voice swelled and ebbed with passion as he extolled 
the virtues of his vision. He was no orator but he sure knew how to command attention. Raleigh would be the envy of 
neighbouring cities and the people would rejoice in the streets and express their love and devotion to Colin Porter by 
naming him Emperor. Well, perhaps he didn't quite utter those words but it was hard not to gain that impression. 

Once again Sally rose to the microphone and thanked everyone for coming along. She asked us all to record our names 
on an attendance register so that Council would have contact details to follow-up and determine the level of interest in 
joining the trade mission. There would be a series of workshops staged on Wednesday evenings for the next four 
weeks to bring intending participants up to speed on Chinese customs and their approach to doing business. A series of 
guest speakers would brief participants so they would have the best possible chance of making it a commercial 
success. That didn't thrill me because Wednesdays featured my current favourite television schedule. It started with 
Frasier re-runs but this was the final series and I hadn't seen most of them previously. Then there was Desperate 
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Housewives and West Wing. Hey, if you think my taste sucks, that's fine. I watch TV to numb my brain not for 
erudition, right? Still, Austrade would be talking to us next week so the prospect of encountering the wonderful 
Melissa again made me feel a whole lot better. Were there any questions, Sally asked.

One of the women wanted to know how much the trip might cost and it occurred to me that this was the most pertinent 
issue of all. It wasn't a bother for me because I'd be travelling free but it had to be an issue for the rest because they'd 
have to find quite a lot of money out of their own pockets. Sally said her initial research suggested that return economy 
air fares could be obtained for about $4000 with domestic Chinese air fares and other connections adding about 
another $1000. Those who wished to travel business class could do so but the cost would be at least double. 
Accommodation would be expensive and she estimated another $3000-$4000 would be needed for the eleven nights 
we would be away. A few eyebrows were being raised by now and the woman wanted to know if participants could 
take advantage of cheaper accommodation, instead of staying at five-star resorts. Sally started to respond but Mayor
Porter cut in. Politicians are always extremely sensitive to suggestions they might have their snouts in the trough or 
that they are abusing public funds by living high on the hog of the land and he wanted to quickly lay to rest even the 
slightest hint that the trip could be anything like a junket.

'The issue you raise is very valid, Ma'am, and I'm glad you brought it up.' Like hell he was but now that it was out in 
the open he wanted to kill it dead very quickly. 'You may not be familiar with the demands on participants in these 
trade missions. Some people like to suggest they are an excuse for having a good time but nothing could be further 
from the truth. The fact is, they are damned hard work. There are numerous meetings every day and they often last 
until late in the evenings. It is also important that we project the right image to our hosts. After all, we want them to 
see trade mission participants as successful business people; people in whom they can have trust and reliance. If I was 
travelling on my own, I'd certainly not be staying in five-star accommodation but it's vital we maximise the prospects 
for success of our delegates.'

Cr Patterson strove mightily to suppress his snort of derision at this bare-faced effrontery but was hardly successful 
and aroused quite a few chuckles much to the annoyance of the Mayor who glared at his enemy.

'Council and I were instrumental in entrusting Cr Patterson with chairmanship of the Economic Development Board 
but it's clear he is still learning the ropes. Hopefully he will return from this trip with a far clearer understanding of 
what his role entails.' Before his adversary could respond - and you could be forgiven for thinking there really was 
steam coming out of the chairman's ears - Colin Porter formally closed the meeting and thanked everyone for their 
attendance. Cr Patterson was left red-faced and frustrated but only a simpleton could fail to imagine he would do unto 
the Mayor just as had been done unto him. His eyes were slitted and the scowl that distorted his face suggested these 
two might actually come to blows one day. It promised to be a fascinating sidelight to the trip.

Sally and Michael seemed intent on steering well clear of both the elected representatives and I couldn’t see much 
upside in talking to anyone so I beat a retreat and headed for the sanctuary of home. As I drove through the light 
evening traffic I could feel a surge of excitement building about the trip. China was such an unknown quantity; a 
mysterious land with a history that stretched back thousands of years and a communist government that was as 
anachronistic to Australia's democratic-capitalist administration as you could get. It promised to be fascinating and I 
could hardly wait until everything was finalised and we were ready to depart. If I had one wish it was that Melissa 
Thwaites might accompany us but I knew deep down that my luck could hardly be that good. Perhaps it would be just
as well because she'd be one hell of a distraction.
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Chapter Four

The rules of engagement

It was a few days later that my mobile phone vibrated in my pocket and I retrieved it quickly to hear the sultry tones of 
Geraldine Pascoe, Mayor Porter's executive officer. She wanted to know if I could meet with her and Colin to discuss 
some details about the trip. Tomorrow was a good day for her and since I had nothing else on, I agreed. We settled on 
ten o'clock and I made sure I was there early. The Mayor's secretary, Joy Dell (known by everyone in Council as Ding 
Dong), kindly made me a cup of coffee while I waited. Ten minutes later she whisked the empty cup away and ushered 
me past an imposing door that had 'Office of the Mayor' proudly emblazoned on it in gold foil on a cherrywood 
plaque. Once inside you wondered why such a big deal had been made with the sign for, as offices went, and in sharp 
contrast to the plaque, it was quite pedestrian. Sure it was reasonably large and featured an oversized desk covered in a 
dozen or more neat piles of papers and files but that was the only imposing aspect. Most lawyers in their city high-
rises could boast more salubrious accommodation. The inbuilt timber furniture was pleasant enough but the armchairs 
for visitors were well past their use-by date, the blue fabric verging on threadbare in the most used places. The
redeeming feature was a large sun-drenched balcony that overlooked Raleigh's bustling pedestrian mall. A veritable 
screen of shrubbery ensured the Mayor could gaze upon his citizens without them catching sight of their illustrious 
leader. Mischievously I wondered if perhaps he was worried about being the victim of an exhausting bout of popular 
acclaim should the masses spy him. Such ruminations were shunted aside as he emerged from his private facilities, 
smoothing down his jet black hair. Giving me a hearty handshake, he guided me to a seat opposite Geraldine who was 
about to finish a call on her ever-present mobile. 

'The Art Gallery Committee want to meet with you to discuss funding prospects for next financial year, Mr Mayor. I 
told them we were still several months away from beginning serious discussions on the budget make-up but they are 
insistent. It seems Cr Patterson has been suggesting you are in favour of slashing their annual grant. They don't want to 
believe you'd turn your back on them after so many years of loyal support but they can't help wondering.'

'That prick! If it's the last thing I do, I'll dance on his grave,' Colin muttered furiously. 'He dares to call himself a 
committed Christian yet he lies and cheats worse than any fucking sinner I've ever come across. Bastard! Tell the old 
girls there's no truth in the rumour at all and get Joy to schedule me for a cuppa with the luvvies next week some time. 
I'll fix him. By the time I'm through they won’t even let him in the bloody gallery.'

Unable to resist the temptation, I asked Colin how long he and Cr Patterson had been mates.

'Mates? I wouldn't piss on him if he was on fire.'

'Yeah, that much is obvious. But what led to your falling-out?'

'Oh god, Jimmy, don't take us down that track. We've only got half an hour.' Geraldine was clearly familiar with the 
causes of her boss' angst.
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'He's a liar and a cheat and a hypocrite and he couldn’t lie straight in bed,' the Mayor nearly shouted. His outburst was 
marred by a stray speck of spittle that flew from the corner of his mouth as if to emphasise the vehemence of his 
feelings. He seemed prepared to carry-on with a detailed list of grievances until Geraldine interrupted to forestall him. 

'The Mayor and Cr Patterson were both involved in the Raleigh Chamber of Commerce and Industry several years 
ago,' she explained to me with a hint of asperity at having to recount the gory details for yet another interested party. It 
seemed I was not the first to ask.

'We used to be partners,' Colin cut in bitterly until Geraldine held up her hand to pause his outburst.

'They had agreed on a ticket that was to install Colin as president and Steve as his deputy. This was in the run-up to the 
Council elections of '97, the first year both of them got elected. It was a good platform on which to run for office but 
Steve Patterson reneged and, without letting Colin know, did a deal that guaranteed himself the numbers for president. 
Colin barely had the numbers to make the executive but won a position and made himself a thorn in the side of Steve. 
It turned out later that the plot had been hatched at Patterson's church and was pulled-off because many of his fellow 
parishioners joined the chamber at the last moment which gave him the numbers.'

'What's worse is that the scheming bastard was even planning to run against me for Mayor. And all the time he had 
been promising me his undying support. Bloody mongrel. But I fixed him. Fixed him good.'

Geraldine interrupted her boss once again with a warning that some things were meant to remain a secret but Colin 
wasn't listening. You could feel the hurt in his voice as if it had happened the previous day.

'You know,' his tone softened conspiratorially but his eyes as they fixed on me were hard as flint, 'he used to love 
being a big man at the church. Used to deliver sermons as a lay preacher. All holier than thou. But I found out about a 
grubby little family secret through . . . well, I'd better not say how . . . but suffice to say my source was impeccable. 
Patterson's sixteen-year-old daughter had got knocked-up by a local lad, apparently after choir practice. Here's daddy 
preaching about the sanctity of marriage and women while sweet Patricia is ministering to the masses. I heard the 
choir boy was only one of a string of conquests she made. Little slag. But when this pillar of the church found out his 
daughter was in the family way, he insisted she have an abortion.  Seems there's one law for God and one for Steve 
Patterson. I threatened to expose him to the congregation if he didn't withdraw from the Mayoral election and it 
worked. The bastard still made it as tough for me as he could but I had him stymied.'

Something in my face must have betrayed my shock at how dirty the mayor could play for he leaned forward as if to 
counsel me.

'If it's too hot in the kitchen, son, get out. Politics ain't for the faint-hearted. Never was and never will be. All my life 
I've had it beaten into me that if you want something bad enough you have to be prepared to fight to the death for it. 
Never give an inch or your opponents will defeat you.'

'Sure, Col,' I muttered, unsure of just how to respond to his confession. He must have sensed some indecision on my 
part for he leaned forward again and stared as if into my soul: 'Don't ever cross me. Don't ever even think about it or 
I'll crush you.' Now even Geraldine was registering concern so he softened his approach somewhat.
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'We can be mates, Jimmy, but only if you're loyal. If you turn on me, I'll make it my business to get you. Sorry if that 
upsets you but you'd better know how I play the game. My friends prosper but my enemies . . . well, let's just say that I 
never forgive and I never forget.'

'Okay. Well, now that we've got the niceties out of the road,' said Geraldine with slightly more than a soupcon of 
sarcasm, 'let's get to the real reason for our meeting though I think the Mayor has managed to allude to some of the 
issues we wanted to raise, Jimmy.'

Having found my equilibrium again I thought I'd defuse the situation with some humour so I gleefully said: 'Well, let's 
see if I understand? There is only one god and that god is Colin Porter. Worship at his feet and the world will be rosy 
but cross him and I can kiss my arse goodbye. Is that how it goes?'

His eyes narrowed as he evaluated whether I was seriously taking the piss out of him but he eventually decided I was 
all right because he burst into laughter and slapped his thigh. 'Good one, Jimmy. I like the imagery. Understand that 
and you and I will get along just fine, mate. Ha, ha, ha! I like the boy, Gerry.'

'Yes, well, now about the coverage of this trade mission.' Geraldine was taking control of the agenda again. 'Clearly, 
we want the Mayor shown in a positive light. In that sense we don't want any clutter disguising the core message.'

'And what would that be?' I hesitated to ask but it could hardly be avoided. It was Geraldine's straight face as she 
answered that really threw me.

'That Colin Porter is a visionary leader and he is good for Raleigh.'

I've never been quite sure how a cat could get someone's tongue but something sure had mine because words would 
not come. I could easily understand how Colin and Geraldine would want this trip portrayed but such explicit riding 
instructions were a total denial of my journalistic integrity. They didn't want a journalist, they wanted a PR pussy. A 
flood of thoughts was gushing through my mind and Geraldine used the silence to push on.

'Naturally, there can only be one official spokesperson and that is the Mayor. All comment should emanate from him.'

'But what about Cr Patterson?' I asked.

'What about him?' barked the Mayor.

'Well, he's hardly going to sit quietly by while you enjoy all the kudos. And, in case you two had forgotten, he's 
actually my paymaster because it is the Raleigh Economic Development Board that is covering the costs of my trip.'

If you've ever experienced summer storms, you'll be familiar with how things tend to go eerily quiet not long before 
the thunder and lightning break out. Birds stop singing, dogs hide under couches and sensible people take shelter. The 
silence in the Office of the Mayor right now was just as spooky. Not that it lasted long.
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'Are you fucking being funny again?'

'No, Mr Mayor. Just pointing out what, for me, is a home truth that can't be ignored.'

'You'll fucking ignore it if I tell you to ignore it,' he thundered. 'Your cheque might come from the Board but the 
money is coming from me, make no mistake about that. But let's be very clear about this right now, Jimmy. Are you 
on my side or not?' 

His jaw thrust out pugnaciously and he dared me to challenge him. I might have, too, because I'm not unknown for 
symbolic acts of defiance. It's been said I'm as mad as a cut snake but that's a bit of an overstatement, I reckon. Still, 
the Mayor was pushing me and my natural inclination was to tell him where to get off. But I wanted to go to China. I 
needed the money and I wanted to have an adventure. A little voice in the recesses of my head said I could still live 
with myself if I gave in. Yes, there may be a slight flaw in my character that is weak and venal but, hey, life is a series 
of compromises, right? There had to be a middle way that would allow us both to save face.

'Mr Mayor, I am sure that the qualities that persuaded the community to vote you in as mayor will be very apparent 
throughout this trip. Equally, there is no question that your role is more important than that of the chairman and, as 
such, you would rightly expect to be the prominent player. However, my reportage needs to have light and shade if it 
is to reach the widest possible audience with the greatest impact. I'm sure you will agree with me that you and Cr 
Patterson provide a lot of light and shade. You are, in journalistic terms, ideal foils for each other. That will enable me
to develop good, interesting copy. However, if you want me to simply sing your praises and fawn at your feet, you'll 
love the copy but it just won't get the readership you deserve.  You'll be hiding your talent under a bushel. The fact is, 
Mr Mayor, that I am good at what I do. I don't carry a torch for Cr Patterson and I'm not against you so things will 
probably pan out the way you want. But I won’t guarantee it. You like to play hard-ball and I understand that. But I'm 
not a wuss and I won't let you walk all over me. I'll do a better job for you than anybody else but you're still going to 
have to trust me. Take it or leave it.'

It ended up a bit stronger than I had anticipated but there was no going back now so I just stared right back at him. 
Being a typical alpha male his eyes made it clear he was more than willing to kick me where it would do most good 
but fortunately the lovely Geraldine came to our rescue.

'Good, I'm glad we've sorted that out.'

Involuntarily we both looked askance at her. She surely didn't think for a moment that we had kissed and made up? 
Still, the devil you know is better than the one you don't and Colin Porter had expressed his appreciation of work that I 
had done for Raleigh Council over the past couple of years and I had never had a direct problem with him so dropping 
our macho posturing seemed the lesser of evils. Sometimes even two bulls in a paddock have to decide they'll get 
along.

'The important thing is that the people of Raleigh understand why we are going to China and why the funds being 
expended are good value,' she continued.

'So the Mayor can travel in the style and comfort that befits a great leader,' I chirped. Funny, but neither of them 
seemed to see the joke.
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'Jimmy, please don't make me despair of you. Listen carefully. Our sole purpose is to create more opportunities for 
local people. We are committed to providing jobs for everyone who wants to work and we want to generate greater 
prosperity for the whole community. It's as simple as that.'

'God, I love a good bullshit artist - and you are THE best, Geraldine. You could put a spin on a square block of 
granite.'

'All right, you two, I think we understand each other,' the Mayor cut in as if to assert his authority. 'Just don't let that 
bastard Patterson get to you, Jimmy, and remember to talk with me first if you have any concerns whatsoever, okay?'

'Yes, Col.'

'Now, I've got to attend a meeting of the Planning and Development Committee. Gerry will see you out and I'll catch 
you soon. Take care.'

He was out the door in a flash and then with all the aplomb of one of nature's gentlemen, I stood and allowed 
Geraldine to move in front of me as we left the office. My mother might turn in her grave but I wasn't so much being 
chivalrous as ensuring that I could ogle her from behind. The slacks she was wearing fit her like a glove and left very 
little to the imagination. No ripe peach ever looked so sweet. She was a honey, no mistake, though I was careful to try 
and disguise my feelings. There was no doubting she was aware of my typical male scrutiny of a good-looking woman 
but I had always taken pains to be very guarded in my appraisals. This was a powerful woman - which only enhanced 
her allure - and she made it abundantly clear she did not suffer fools, gladly or otherwise. On the dozen or so occasions 
we had spoken over the past few years, I had never dared even think about what it might be like to be with her. She'd 
eat me for breakfast, I felt. And that wasn't a sexual pun. Still, the prospect of travelling with her for a fortnight was an 
enticing prospect and my loins were stirring at the thought. As if reading my mind, she stopped suddenly out in the 
foyer and turned to stare at me while saying: 'So, is there anything you want to discuss with me, Jimmy?' Her 
manoeuvre had put her in my personal space but I didn’t mind a bit. She was intoxicating and I allowed myself to 
examine her face while it was so close. Slightly almond eyes and high cheekbones gave her an almost exotic look that 
was accentuated by a strong jawline. Her appearance made me think she perhaps had some Asian blood in her genes. 
The lips were lush and full with glossy lipstick highlighting them. If she licked them I think my knees would have 
given out. As it was she simply smirked and I knew that she knew that I wanted her. Bitch! How do women see 
through men so easily? Are we so bloody transparent to them?

'No, thanks, Geraldine,' I managed eventually. 'Just looking forward to our time together.'

Shit! That wasn't what I meant to say! Where had that come from? She'd kill me for such a blatant come-on. But I was 
the one left flat-footed because her smirk became a full-blown smile as she said: 'Yes, I think we'll manage to have 
some fun.'

Then, with a firm shake of my hand she was gone, back through the doorway and I was left to take the lift down to the 
ground floor. Had she been alluding to the two of us with that last comment or was she simply referring to the whole 
delegation? Surely to god I couldn't be that lucky, could I? Geez, though, how good would it be? Such was the 
intensity of my own smile now that a couple of people near the entrance to Council looked at me as if to wonder why I 
could possibly be so happy. Maybe this time I would dare to dream? Then I realised I was thinking with my dick again 
and not my head. The realisation that anything between Geraldine and I was as remote as a snowstorm in a desert 
made my shoulders sag. Oh, well, the notion was nice while it lasted.
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I was halfway home when the mobile phone buzzed from its cradle and I pushed the answer button. My heart skipped 
a beat as I recognised Geraldine's voice. 

'Sorry, James, but that didn't quite go as planned and I forgot to mention a few things. Are you alone?'

'Sure am.'

My pulse was still racing because in public or in front of the Mayor she only ever called me Jimmy. On a very few 
occasions she had called me James and I'd noticed it was when she wanted to charm me for something. Oh, yes, there 
was always a purpose. This lady didn't flatter anyone without a purpose. Charm, for her, was a gift to be bestowed and 
she used it as a currency. In any interactions I had witnessed, it had men eating out of her hand, eager to fulfil any 
request she might have. And I was as pitiful as all the rest. Sorry, I'm a soft touch for a gorgeous woman. I'd struggle 
through a bed of red hot coals on my knees if a pretty woman wanted me to.

'Okay. Now if the Chinese think you are an independent journalist they are likely to clam up. They are fearful of the 
media and have an obsession with secrecy. On that basis, we think it best if you are placed on a short-term contract so 
that we can say you are "with Council" as one of our communication staff. Is that all right with you?'

'Any suggestion you make is music to my ears, Geraldine.'

Oh, god, I wanted to kick myself! Where had that idiotic line come from? It was so lame it'd make a two-legged dog 
look normal. Amazingly she didn’t turn on me and simply said: 'You should get out more, James. Really, you should.'

'I'm like you, Geraldine. There is only work.'

'Yes, I must confess I don't have much of a private life myself. Men can't think past their own gratification and fail to 
realise that intelligent conversation can be a great turn-on.'

A flush suffused my cheeks as I felt personally embarrassed for the sins of all men and their inability to deal sensibly 
with women. Then I had a flash that maybe - just maybe - she was dropping a hint. But, no, this goddess didn’t need to 
stoop as low as me for a dinner date. Or did she? Nah, I just wasn't game to push the issue so let it drop. But Col 
Porter's attitude had been niggling at me and I wanted to ask her about it.

'Geraldine, can I ask you something? Just between you and me, okay?'

'Sure.'

'That was a side of Col today that I haven't seen before. Frankly, it wasn't very appealing. Look, I know you two are 
close but . . .'

'Hey, we're not an item, you know. It's purely a professional relationship and I'll tell you something right now, Jimmy: 
I always get even with anyone who suggests Colin Porter and I have, or ever have had, any kind of sexual relationship. 
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You understand me? I love this job. It suits me down to the ground. And I like Col, yes. I recognise his flaws all right 
but overall his good points outweigh the bad. He does a fine job for this city.'

'But that business with Cr Patterson; that was just thuggery. How could he drag his daughter into the mud like that?'

'There's a lot about those two you don’t know, Jimmy. They've been at each other's throats for years and you won’t 
change it. Whatever you do, don’t get caught in the middle because you'll get chewed-up and spat out. Neither of them 
takes any prisoners.'

'That much is becoming abundantly clear. It just all seems unnecessarily vicious, that's all.'

'Surely you must know by now that politics is a cut-throat business? It's played hard and you won't change that.'

'I know, I know. It's just that I hadn't expected it would be quite so harsh at local government level.'

'Well, it is. Can you handle it?'

The question was innocuous enough but all my senses went on alert when she asked it. The wrong answer would end 
my involvement in the China trip, I was sure. It seemed like such a fabulous opportunity - and a good earner - but 
could I sell my soul by gratifying Colin Porter's ego at every turn? And could I stomach the bare-knuckle contest 
between him and Cr Patterson? But then there was Geraldine!

'Of course I can, mate. Take more than that to put me off.' 

'That's good news, James. Yes, I'm sure there'll be some fascinating moments along the way but there'll also be some 
great times. It'll be an adventure! And I'm glad you'll be there to help me.' She positively purred as she delivered that 
last bit and I just melted inside. Just like she intended. I hate that, though my angst lasted only a fleeting second. 

'Okay, I'll see you soon. Bye.'

'Yes, bye James.'

As I pushed the disconnect button, my heart was beating fit to burst. Again I had a flash that perhaps I was picking-up 
a vibe from her; that maybe I was of some interest to her. But, no, not that one. She was so far out of my league, it 
didn't matter. Even so . . . I had a gooey feeling inside and it stayed with me all night, proving there is nothing quite so 
optimistic as a single man. Still, it made for pleasant dreams.

As I cleaned up after breakfast, my gentle ruminations about what I might do with the day were shunted aside by the 
croaking of frogs in a rainforest as my mobile phone ring-tone reminded me of the outside world. It was Malcolm 
Bosworth, the CEO of the Economic Development Board wanting to know if I could meet with him and Cr Patterson 
that afternoon. Having no conflicting appointments, I arranged to see them at the Board's offices at 4.00pm. What 
could they want, I wondered? The timing seemed strangely coincidental after yesterday's meeting with the Mayor but 
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there was only one way to find out so I lobbed up on time to be greeted by jolly Julie, the receptionist. Such a contrast 
to the always impeccably outfitted Geraldine, Julie had a fashion sense that might best be described as wayward. She 
was doing her damnedest to show off everything she had to advantage and there was plenty of flesh on display. 
Trouble was, as she led the way up the hall to the boardroom, her skirt was simply too short and her legs nowhere near 
long enough. The frustration of those who don’t have gorgeous bodies but still want to attract some attention to their 
sexuality is that it so rarely ever works. My rule of thumb has always been that if it ain't perfect, leave it to the 
imagination. Mystery is so often more enticing than reality. Still, Julie had a smile that was warm and genuine and her 
personality offset any deficiency in the glamour stakes. She knocked at the open door and announced me to the two 
men inside.

Cr Patterson indicated I should take a seat alongside Malcolm and facing him which suited me because Malcolm was 
hardly an object of beauty. And don’t get me wrong, my preferences don’t - in any way, let me make clear! - run to 
men but Steve Patterson was a handsome devil. Annoyingly, you suspected he knew it, too. He favoured a tanned look 
as if he were a weekend sailor. But while his face sported that healthy, light brown glow that doctors deride as an 
invitation to a cancerous death, his hands were fine and quite delicate, lacking the calloused, stubby, weather-beaten 
look of a real sailor. The logical conclusion (well, mine anyway) was that he was vain and either lazed around at 
weekends soaking up some rays or, worse, actually spent time in an artificial tanning environment. To accentuate the 
effect, he tended to wear business shirts that had a contrasting brilliant white collar. Over the years I had spotted him a 
couple of times when he was so brown that the effect looked like a reverse Michael Jackson. Still, that was his thing 
and he obviously liked the way he looked. He completed his ensemble with elegant, tailored business suits that were 
always immaculately creased and shoes that were impeccably polished. You'd have to say he was natty. Bordering on 
gay, perhaps, but when he spoke it was with a firm, authoritative voice that was deep and resonant. Bit like a 
newsreader, in fact. So, when he asked how my briefing with the Mayor went, I sat up and responded automatically 
though I cursed myself because he might just have been fishing for information and didn’t know for sure that Colin 
and I had met. Reading my face like the master manipulator I had been told he was, he said:

'Oh, come on, Jimmy. Nothing is a secret in council. I know you and he and Geraldine met yesterday and correct me if 
I'm wrong but I suspect strongly that China was the key topic of discussion. I'd also wager that my name cropped-up, 
too!' He laughed but there was no humour in it.

Figuring that there was little point denying it, I agreed.

'And did Porter give you any instructions regarding me?'

This was dangerous territory, my instincts warned, and I stirred uncomfortably. A wrong move and I wouldn’t be 
going anywhere near China.

'Look, Cr Patterson, I believe that . . . well, let's just say that the Mayor and you are perhaps not the closest of mates. 
However, that is your business and I have no desire to get involved, quite frankly. Just want to do my job and keep my 
nose clean.'

'Well, you won't if you go sniffing 'round his arse.' There was a real vehemence behind his words and they didn’t 
sound at all like they came from the cultured gentleman sitting opposite me. There was no escaping the intensity of his 
glare, though, and you could feel his dislike of the Mayor oozing from every pore. Geez, this was getting to be 
problematic.

'Let me cut to the chase, Mr James. I have no doubt that the mayor and that witch who holds his hand - or anything 
else he wants! - told you that he was to be the star of the show and that I wasn't to get a look-in.'
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Trying desperately to betray nothing, I held his gaze but remained impassive.

'And that you were told this trip would be the best thing in Raleigh's history and that Colin Porter is the saviour of the 
world.'

Not exactly, but he wasn't far off the mark. So much so that I couldn't help but let my lips curl into the suggestion of a 
smile.

'Don't worry, I know exactly what he's like, eh Malcolm?'

'Indeed, Councillor.' Typical lackey: suck up to his boss but refuse to say anything adverse about someone else who 
could make life hard for him. Bloody wuss.

'The important thing is that you remember who is employing you.'

'Ah, yes, we do need to finalise arrangements, Councillor. At the moment, I don't have any paperwork and, so, 
technically, I'm in no man's land.'

'Yes, indeed. Well, Malcolm has the requisites ready for you shortly but I felt a brief discussion would be 
advantageous first. To see if you are actually the right person for this job.'

Hmm, a direct threat, eh? I could feel my beloved China trip slipping out of my grasp once again.

'What makes you think I wouldn't be, Cr Patterson?'

He leaned back in his chair and turned partially sideways as if he had not a care in the world. His words, though, were 
crisp and clear; their meaning unmistakeable.

'I've always found in this life, Mr James, that people are either for you or against you. And while the good Lord said 
we should be willing to turn our cheek I've always felt it made far more sense to do unto others before they get the 
chance to do unto you.'

'Not very pious,' I interjected without meaning to. That is one of my big problems: always blurting out what I think 
before my brain has the chance to tell me to shut the fuck up.

'A higher authority than you or I will be the judge of that, Mr James. Make no mistake, though, the Lord wants me to 
succeed in my work and he is looking after me.'
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'Isn't it a bit presumptuous to believe you know what God is thinking?' No sooner had those words left my mouth than 
I braced for the backlash I felt sure was coming. Cr Patterson turned slightly in his seat to cast a jaundiced glance in 
my direction but simply waved his hand at me as if in a vague gesture of absolution for my sin of gaucherie.

'When you devote your life to serving the Lord, you come to a greater understanding of his will, my friend. Come 
along with me to the church and I will gladly try to fill your heart with the joy of belief.'

Shit, I'd rather go to my doctor for a digital prostate check, thank you. Still, I smiled and said I would bear his 
invitation in mind. At which point he clearly decided to stop pussy-footing around and cut to the chase.

'Look, Mr James, I don't much care what you think or feel about Colin Porter and how he sees this trip. My own view 
is that it is a waste of ratepayers' funds and I fully intend to demonstrate that. What I expect from you is impartiality. 
Make sure you report my views and we'll have no problem.'

'I hear you, Councillor, but I wonder if you understand that as a freelance journalist I make my own assessments and 
reach my own conclusions.'

Now he swung fully back to me and regarded me as though I was some mutant species of insect. 'What planet have 
you been living on? I don't know what work you normally undertake but let me make it very clear: you are - or will be 
- contracted to the Board and you will receive your instructions from me, as Chairman. You will report those views 
faithfully and accurately. Or do you have a problem with that?'

This was starting to get ugly and I could feel his anger building. I should just let it go but my integrity is important to 
me. Not that I necessarily have a lot of it. I'm a sinner, don’t get me wrong. But I don't like anyone to think they can 
own me. So I said: 'No problem at all, Councillor, but the audiences I reach - not to mention the publishers who decide 
whether to print my work - have an expectation of incisive, unbiased copy that offers meaningful insights. They don't 
want - and will not accept - PR fluff. Maybe you should get some simpering sycophant who will fawn all over you but 
who hasn't got the brains to write a decent article nor the contacts to get the material published in quality outlets. 
Maybe I'm not what you want at all?'

Damn! Why do I let myself get all carried away? I didn't mean to come on so strong but it's a guy thing. Someone 
sticks it to you so you bounce 'em back. Hey, it's perhaps not so smart but it's just the way my mind works, okay?

'Feisty, eh? That's all right. No, Mr James, I think you are the right person for the job but just so long as we understand 
each other?'

'Oh, I think we do.'

'Good, well, I've got an initial task for you. Malcolm will go through the paperwork with you momentarily but, once 
that's done, I want you to prepare an article on the difficulties of small local manufacturers cracking the Chinese 
market. Do you think you can handle that?'

Christ, this guy was a piece of work! At face value, the topic was just fine. It made sense and it was very relevant. 
Even I knew that small companies would have enormous difficulty gearing-up to cater for the massive Chinese 
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market. That much was obvious. It was the sub-text, however, that was dynamite. My research in the last couple of 
weeks had revealed that some 95% of businesses in Raleigh were micro-enterprises; tiny outfits that would have no 
prospect in the world of being able to properly target China as an export market. Prima facie, it said that this trade 
mission was not going to be of any use whatsoever to the vast majority of businesses in the city. Local media would 
love it. The Mayor would hate it. Steve Patterson would love it. The Mayor would hate me. Aaagh!

'I'll leave the detail to your discretion, of course, Mr James. However, I would think about 3000 words would be fine. 
What say you have it ready by next Tuesday? That gives you a week and it will then be two weeks before we head off 
for the land of Marco Polo.'

The smirk on his face could hardly have been more provocative but I held his gaze and said that would be fine.  There 
was no way I was going to let this smart-arse beat me. I'd show him.

He stood and shook my hand before bidding farewell to Malcolm and departing.

'Since you have accepted the assignment, Jimmy, we'd better date the contract from today, eh? Let's wander into my 
office and sign the paperwork.' Malcolm bowled along in front of me and cleared a space on his cluttered desk-top. He 
retrieved two substantial documents from the second top drawer of his beige metal filing cabinet and handed me one.

'This is simple and straightforward. It specifies a payment to you of $750 a week for the three weeks prior to departure 
and then $2500 for each of the two weeks you will be away. That is a margin of $500 on top of your stipulated fee to 
compensate for extended hours. We will also pay you $750 a week for another two weeks after your return for 
producing copy suitable for publication. That copy will be furnished to our Chairman. Naturally, all your transport and 
accommodation costs will be taken care of. You will have an allowance of $50 a day for out-of-pocket expenses. We 
will provide medical and travel insurance but you will be responsible for having a valid passport. I'm sure Geraldine 
Pascoe will assist with securing a visa from the Chinese authorities. Please liaise with her regarding that. Otherwise, 
it's all plain sailing I think you'll find.'

'So, I can take this paperwork home to peruse it tonight?'

'Ah, no, sorry. I'm afraid that Cr Patterson has left instructions that the contract cannot leave the building unless it has 
been signed and witnessed. But please take your time to read it now. I'll leave you to it for a while.' He withdrew and I 
could soon hear him talking softly with Julie down at the reception desk.

The pages of legalese I now perused were typically designed to prevent normal people from understanding anything in 
the document. They were full of 'heretofore said' and 'above mentioned' and lots of other ridiculous jargon straight 
from the pages of Dickens. The one issue I could find that concerned me was a stipulation that copyright on my work 
would reside with the Raleigh Economic Development Board once I had supplied it. This is always a delicate issue for 
freelancers but since the copy would have relevance only for Raleigh as well as the Board and the Council, it didn't 
really bother me. What the hell? It was damn near $10,000 plus an all-expenses paid jaunt for two weeks through 
China. If I didn't want further hassles from Ms Smarty-pants Marvin, my bank manager, I'd have to sign. So I did. 
Malcolm and Julie magically appeared in the doorway and after he scrawled illegibly on his document, he held out a 
black biro for her to witness the signature. We repeated the process on my copy to ensure that I was now a legally-
contracted employee of the Raleigh Economic Development Board and answerable to its chairman. That couldn’t be 
so hard, could it?
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Chapter Five

Readying the expedition

The joy of holding a contract worth a cool ten grand lasted all through the evening, helped along by quite a few glasses 
of a particularly pleasant New Zealand sauvignon blanc. It was those early rays of the morning sun that woke me and 
shone through my optimism to expose the tricky situation I was in. To get that money, I was answerable to - and 
would have to please - an autocratic, bible-bashing bastard who trusted me about as far as he could throw me and who 
was almost certainly intent on making my life a misery for the next few weeks. Then there was the Mayor who thought 
he owned my soul and who had all the power and authority of his office to browbeat me into submission. Two 
cunning, devious megalomaniacs who hated each other with unbridled passion and who were diametrically opposed in 
just about everything, so far as I could tell, but especially in respect of this China trade mission. And I was the bunny 
in the middle who was supposed to keep them both happy. I began to feel that doing a quick make-over of the Sistine 
Chapel might have been an easier task. I was confident enough in my ability to write anything that would be needed 
for the project - hey, I'm really good with words, right? - but being caught in the crossfire of these outwardly charming 
but inwardly arrogant men had the potential to rip me to shreds. My confidence was beginning to evaporate like 
tendrils of morning mist under the glare of the sun. I needed moral support and the first thought that came to mind was 
Geraldine. Well, actually, that would be more like a continuation of the thoughts that I had been having all night but, 
hey, my little fantasies might not seem quite edifying if exposed to scrutiny so I'll just keep them to myself, thank you. 
I also thought that advice from someone a bit more impartial than Geraldine might be valuable so my mind turned to 
Sally Ferguson. When I called and explained that I wanted to discuss the coming China trip, she quickly asked if she 
could call me back in a moment. I agreed and waited for my mobile to buzz. When it did she said things were really 
hectic in her office and would I perhaps like to meet for a cup of coffee. Seemed like a reasonable idea so I suggested 
the Coffee Club down the road from Council but she said she'd rather be away from prying eyes and nominated the 
Gloria Jean's coffee shop fifteen minutes away on the coastal esplanade. Allowing half an hour for both of us to get 
there, I suggested we could have a bite to eat since it would be lunchtime and that seemed to strike a responsive chord.

The café strip was a hive of activity with mothers, lunching office workers and those just lucky enough to have leisure 
time all enjoying the fabulous outlook over the bay. They don't call this the Sunshine State for nothing and it was 
beaming down in all its customary glory while the Coral Sea sparkled back effervescently in a bid not to be outdone. It 
was great to be alive.

Weaving my way around the kids and strollers, I hastened towards the coffee shop not wanting to be late. My quest 
was successful as there was no sign of Sally. Choosing one of the few remaining tables, I waited for council's PR 
Manager to make her appearance. There was no mistaking when she did because standing at around 185cm Sally had a 
natural height advantage. And, as was the case today, when she wore her bright red hair out it was a striking 
combination. Her crowing glory was naturally wavy and it cascaded over her shoulders like a lustrous mane earning 
her stares of envy from quite a few women who would have killed for such an asset.  But she also drew admiring 
glances from men who liked not only her hair and her height but also her statuesque physique. It was a helluva 
package which seemed only fair because Sally Ferguson was no great beauty. Her skin was like alabaster in the old 
English tradition but her facial features were quite unremarkable. A nose that was too large, lips that tended to look 
pursed because they were not quite ample enough and a chin that could be described as elvish in its long pointedness. 
You wouldn't describe her as cold but she enjoyed presenting an aloof face to the world, bordering on haughtiness 
sometimes. Timid people, I had noticed when I'd worked with her previously, tended to be uncomfortable in her 
presence though I recognised her demeanour as more of a defence mechanism than anything else. She was essentially 
a shy and somewhat insecure person but only in the rarest moments allowed that fragility to be exposed. At all other 
times, it was a gruff no-nonsense bravado that kept all but the most recalcitrant in line. And recalcitrance might have 
been my middle name.
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'G'day spunk rat!' I breezed as she approached my table. I stood quickly to pull out her chair and, while she cast me a 
withering glance for daring to be so familiar, I responded with a salacious smirk and said: 'Wasn't peckish at all before 
but now I really feel like eating something! Gee, you look tasty!'

'You really cannot help yourself can you, Jimmy?'

'Ah, but I can! See, if I was not exercising the utmost restraint right now, I'd have leapt over this table and swept you 
into my arms.'

'And three seconds later you'd be writhing on the floor clutching your groin and wondering if you'd ever pee again. 
Don't make a mistake you might regret forever, Jimmy.'

'Oh, girl, I love it when you talk tough.'

'Be quiet and order us a coffee. I'll have a latte. Are you going to eat?'

Deciding that a toasted cheese and tomato sandwich was what we both felt like, I placed the order and prepared to get 
down to the business at hand but, first, I had a question.

'How come we couldn’t meet in your office?'

A widening of her eyes told me she hadn’t expected that question but she recovered quickly before saying: 'The China 
trip is a bit contentious at the moment. It was decided yesterday that Michael would not be going and he's just a little 
miffed. Trying hard not to show it but I can tell.'

The two of them shared a largish open plan area housing eight people which meant it was not difficult to overhear each 
other's conversations. On the occasions I had worked with them it never seemed to be a bother but I guess some 
subjects are just a little touchier than others. 

'Yeah, when I last spoke with him about it he was making out like it didn't matter but I thought he was quite keen. 
Perhaps not so much to get to China but just to be rewarded with a trip. Oh well, he'll get over it, I suppose. Has the 
final contingent been decided?'

'With Cr Patterson joining the Mayor, it's been decided no other Councillors will go so it's just Geraldine and me.' 

'They're letting you go! Hey, congratulations. But I thought I was there to provide media services?'

'That's right, but someone's got to keep an eye on you.'

'Hey?'
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'Just kidding. You do your job as you see fit. You're not answering to me on this occasion so you're a free agent. No, it 
was decided that since I have corporate responsibility for International Relations and China is such a rising economic 
powerhouse I'd better be familiar with it in case we decide to engage further with them down the track. Not everybody 
is happy about Geraldine going but that's the Mayor's prerogative and he's insisting, so . . . Besides, they need someone 
to carry all the gifts and look after the trade mission participants. I'm actually quite excited at the prospect. It will be a 
great learning experience.'

'Well, we'll have to try and have some fun while we're away.'

'We’ll do no such thing, Mr James. With Cr Patterson and the Mayor looking over our shoulders, it'll be noses to the 
grindstone. This is a business trip, you know?'

'Yeah, sure! Anyway, we'll see what happens. Now, I've got a bit of a problem and I'd appreciate your advice, if you 
wouldn't mind.'

'What is it?'

'Well, yesterday I signed-up with the development board so it's all official for me now. The thing is, Steve Patterson 
has told me he wants a 3000-word piece - by next Tuesday - on how difficult it is for micro- enterprises to be able to 
take advantage of China as an export market. You know what that means.'

'Hmm. An interesting challenge, Jimmy. Sounds like he's trying to get you to demonstrate why China is a market of 
very little relevance to the bulk of businesses in Raleigh. Clever! The Mayor won’t be happy. What are you going to 
do?'

'That's just it, I don't know. Well, I know that I have to produce it or otherwise I'll be sacked. How to do it without 
really pissing-off the Mayor, now that's the trick.'

'That's certainly a problem for you, Jimmy, because I can tell you the Gazette will like Patterson's theme and they're 
always eager to stick it to the mayor. After all, most companies here employ less than five staff. People don't settle in 
Raleigh to build business empires; they're here for the laidback lifestyle and I'm not convinced many of them would be 
able to do much business in China. Anyway, we're about to find out, I guess. In the meantime, the Gazette will 
continue taking great delight in suggesting the trip is just a jaunt at ratepayers' expense. Anything you write along 
those lines will be music to their ears. Cr Patterson really has set you a trap, hasn't he?'

'Too bloody right, the bastard. I'm just wondering if I should warn the Mayor. If I do, though, he might tell me not to 
write it and then I'm a goner with the economic development board. Bloody hell!'

'I'm sorry, Jimmy, but this is all very political and you know I try to keep my nose clean. Not sure I can help you on 
this one.'

'Gee, thanks, Sally. You're a real friend, you know that?'
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'Hey, I've got to protect my job. Anyway, how are your preparations going? Have you arranged a visa?'

'Geraldine is kindly looking after that for me, thank you. She said it should be fine.'

'What about business cards?'

'What about them?'

'Well, you'll need a swag of them - and in Chinese.'

'But, why? It's not Japan.'

'You ignorant man. The Chinese are just like the Japanese in this regard. They need to have your business card to 
know who you are and what your position is. God, you're hopeless. I'll call Julie at the development board for you and 
get her to look after it. You sure you'll be right for clean socks and undies?'

'Listen, you. Keep this up and you can pay for lunch.'

'On the contrary, it's a man's role in life to look after women so I know you'll do the right thing. Anyway, must be off 
back to the salt mines. Good luck with your story. I'll be watching the Gazette with great interest. See you!'

Cheeky bitch. She was no help at all. Deep down I knew that I was going to have to have a discussion with either 
Geraldine or Colin Porter and, frankly, I didn't really anticipate a positive response from the mayor. Besides, Gerry 
was way better looking though Col was egotistical enough to perhaps think otherwise. Worst thing was, it was a moral 
dilemma and I've never been real good with them. They're so challenging: always demanding the right answer, not just 
the expedient one. Bugger!

Reluctantly I retrieved Gerry's phone number and pushed the Use Number key. She answered straight away but in a 
quiet voice that indicated she could be overheard or was in a meeting. I rapidly explained that I had a tricky situation 
to deal with and could I discuss it. She said she was preoccupied with another problem and could it wait until the next 
briefing session for the trade mission participants tomorrow night. If it could wait until then she would be happy to 
help me any way she could. Well, that was too good an offer to refuse so I readily agreed. The briefings, of which we 
had now had several, were a bit tedious since they had a primary focus on helping the business people who had 
expressed interest in going to China to critically assess their export capability potential. Frankly, the government trade 
consultants were fairly brutal in removing rose-coloured glasses from the hopefuls. It could be said that they were 
simply being realistic and saving overly-optimistic business people from wasting their hard-earned funds on what 
might be a fruitless endeavour. Even so, I couldn't shake the impression that they were really only interested in helping 
those firms that would be a guaranteed success. That way they would have no blots on their copy-books and a 
wonderful success rate. It was a system designed more to protect cosseted public servants than genuinely aid the 
private sector though perhaps I was just being overly cynical. It was a reasonable observation and one which would be 
of interest to readers of the serious business magazines I was intending to target with my copy after I came home. But, 
damn, there was another of those pesky ethical dilemmas again: the very bureaucrats I might wish to condemn for their 
hard-nosed approach might be the ones also wishing to purchase some of my copy on my return from China. It was a 
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certainty that they would never use my stuff if I tore strips off them. Did I really want to rip-up that meal ticket? God, 
why does life have to be so damned complex?

Anyway, I resigned myself to wrestling with my conscience for the next 24 hours or so until I could get into 
Geraldine's ear. To help fill the gap I started researching the economic profile of Raleigh and the four thousand or so 
enterprises within its boundaries. Ninety-five per cent of them employed fewer than ten people so, unless they had a 
fantastic product in a specialist niche, they had no chance of supplying the enormous Chinese market. Still, if even a 
few of them could gain knowledge and experience on the mission sufficient to gain sales in the world's fastest-
expanding market then more profits would be generated in Raleigh and new jobs would be created. That was the 
theory at any rate and we would soon see if it held water.

By the time Wednesday evening came around, I had completed a rough draft of the article Cr Patterson had demanded 
though it would not, I felt, quite meet his expectations. I acknowledged that very few of Raleigh's business operators 
would be able to take advantage of the trade mission to grow their own operations and expanded on the reasons why. 
Even so, the mission would gain valuable information on the most dynamic marketplace in the world and insights that 
could be used to help other businesses shape their future expansion plans. Those who did actually take part would have 
the chance to secure important entrée that they would not otherwise be able to gain. It was a fact that since the Raleigh
delegation would be led by the city's Mayor, the participants would be greeted at a level simply unavailable to business 
people trying to crack this market on their own. It was also regarded as a truism of the Chinese state-directed economy 
that if you could get a favourable nod from a senior government official, you were halfway home. These guys really 
knew how to exploit their system for personal gain. In fact, I'd been reading that graft by bureaucrats was costing the 
Chinese government more than $50 billion a year. Now that puts scamming into the class of real artistry. Chinese pay-
rates are notoriously low so the incentive is certainly there for public servants to get their hands into the till and take 
whatever sticks. Of course, the Chinese government has a somewhat different approach to the West in tackling white-
collar crime. Getting shot for being on the take is quite common which means that their public servants don't scare 
easily. I guess it also says that getting shot is not much of a deterrent and what that says is anybody's guess.

While drafting the piece I had a flash of insight and contacted the Minister for State Development whose departmental 
officials were closely involved in the trade mission preparations. He was, in that manner so typical of governments, 
blissfully unaware of what was happening but once I had briefed his chief of staff and he had wised-up his boss, the 
Minister phoned me back and provided comments that were really positive. He offered a glowing endorsement of Cr 
Patterson for supporting the initiative in his role as chairman of the Raleigh Economic Development Board. Said 
Patterson was striving hard to make a difference in people's lives by creating growth and jobs and that his efforts were 
fully appreciated by the State Government. Oh, and Colin Porter was to be congratulated for his vision and continuing 
support for the board. In fact the Minister said so many nice things I began to wonder if he was doing PR for the 
councillors. Still, his comments would enable me to write an article that acknowledged the validity of the concerns 
aired by Patterson - albeit for his own venal reasons - but still suggested that the mission would provide a positive 
stimulus for the city of Raleigh. Frankly, I thought I would be able to get myself off the hook that Cr Patterson had set 
for me without alienating the mayor. I was feeling pretty smug but the final verdict belonged to Geraldine Pascoe and I 
would have to wait until this evening for her judgment.

Whether it was the very light evening traffic or I was just eager, I couldn't say, but I arrived at council a full half hour 
early. No-one else was in the meeting room so I cooled my heels by examining the gallery of mayoral portraits that 
adorned the hallway outside. There had been twenty since the city was founded in the early 1900s. Back then a 
prolonged bout of population growth capitalising on the region's lush rainforest and glorious beaches had created a hub 
that was clearly going to develop into a regional centre. The locals complained that they weren't getting adequate 
funding and began agitating to be allowed to run their own affairs. The state government of the time was sick of their 
whingeing and decided to grant them city status, probably figuring it would shut them up. That was a costly mistake. 
From what I had learned over the years, a succession of Raleigh councils - no matter what the prevailing political 
flavour - had used the state government as a whipping boy for every problem that ever arose. If something was good it 
was because Raleigh was run well. If something was bad, it was because the state government refused to do the right 
thing. Hard to believe the public could be so gullible but they lapped it up - time and time and time again. If nothing 
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else the mayoral portraits highlighted how much fashions had changed over the years. The outfits favoured by most of 
the mayors were strictly conservative but there was a period in the 70s when the young Councillors wore clothes that 
were laughable nowadays.

'Not a very attractive lot, eh?'

I swivelled quickly, getting caught by surprise as if I was doing something wrong, only to find the cheeky grin of 
Michael Collins coming towards me.

'Clearly people voted for civic leaders for reasons other than good looks,' he continued with a chuckle.

'I think you're right. How are you going?'

'Oh, not so bad. Though I am a bit pissed-off at missing-out on China.'

'Yeah, I heard Sally's going.'

'Bummer, eh? Still, it might be my turn next year. That's my sanity mechanism and I'm sticking to it.'

'Didn't think you cared for China, Mike.'

'Nah, but hey, a free trip overseas is still better than a poke in the eye with a pointy stick, eh?'

'Christ, anything'd be better than that! So . . . have you stuck pins into an effigy of Sally?'

'No way. She's great. She actually offered to let me go instead.'

'You're kidding?'

'Nup. She's generous to a fault. It's her religious beliefs, I think. She's a committed Christian, you know?'

'Nah, didn’t have any idea. She's never let on anything to me.'

'No, she keeps it quiet. She goes to one of those new charismatic bloody all-singing, all-dancing churches.  Like the 
mob Patterson belongs to. I sometimes wonder if they even read the bible, they’re so intent on having fun.'

'Ooh, some feeling there, mate?'
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'Ah, just a cynic, Jimmy. My view of life is a little jaundiced at the moment.'

'Why is that?'

'Well, I heard that the Mayor was in favour of me going to China instead of Sally and that it was a done deal. The idea 
was that Raleigh Business Fast-track - the branch I work for - should be represented rather than the Public Relations 
branch. But Cr Patterson said you and he were doing enough to promote economic development and that we needed 
Sally as a back-up because of her responsibility for international relations. He effectively demanded that Sally go. 
Bullied the other councillors - typically - and got his own way. And to think of all the times I have sucked-up to that 
bastard. Waste of bloody effort. He won't get anything out of me from now on. Worse, Jimmy, is that you and I will 
miss the chance to share a few Chinese beers. I hear they actually know how to produce a good drop.'

'Is that so? Well, that's the best news I've had today! Oh, sorry. A bit insensitive of me, eh?'

'No worries, mate. Well, let's get inside and get this show on the road. Mind you, don't know why I'm wasting my 
time. No point me learning anything about China now.'

'Now, now, Michael! That's no way to talk. People will think you're sulking.' We both started at the sound of Gerry's 
voice. She had come into the room from the other side, catching us unawares. Michael muttered something 
unintelligible but it sounded awfully like a suggestion that might have been physically impossible. Gerry let it go 
without comment and I watched as Michael stared fixedly at her backside as she made her way to the front of the room 
to get a seat near the lectern. It was a pleasant sight. Michael turned to me and muttered what sounded like RSVP but I 
couldn't imagine what he was getting at and asked him to repeat it. He raised his eyes to heaven as if I was mentally 
incompetent.

'NVPL' he hissed into my ear so Geraldine wouldn’t hear.

Again I had to shrug my shoulders because I really couldn’t imagine what he was trying to say. With an exasperated 
shake of his head he grabbed my elbow and steered me out into the corridor again. When we were safely out of 
earshot, he repeated: 'NVPL'.

'What are you bloody on about?'

'Don't you know that one,' he looked at me pityingly. 'No visible panty line. Means she's wearing a thong; a g-string! 
Can't ya just picture it?'

'Hmm.' Yes, I certainly could. The image worked for me.

'Wonder what colour it is?'

'Michael!' I remonstrated. 'Geez, you're a perve, mate. I didn’t realise.'
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'Sometimes you just need something like that to sustain you through hard times, Jimmy. Or a meeting as boring as this 
one promises to be.'

'And what sort of plot are you two cooking-up?' It was the high-pitched tone of Colin Porter as he, too, made his way 
past us into the room.

'Oh, nothing, Mr Mayor,' replied Michael. We followed him and took seats opposite Geraldine as some of the other 
participants arrived.

More than half the original twenty participants had pulled-out over the past five weeks. Most just never showed up 
again though Michael had been tasked with phoning them to get a reason. He'd reported that cost was the biggest 
factor. Even though much of the expenditure would be tax deductible, they still had to be able to fork out a lot of 
money up front and wait a very long time to get it back from the Tax Office. Another major problem was the time 
away from the business. Some of the smaller firms could not manage with the boss - and key worker - away for a 
fortnight. Anyway, the remaining seven seemed fairly determined to push on.

There was Rafe Swinburne, the gangly entirely self-contained engineer from Durapave. Funny as a broken leg in a 
snowstorm. Over the weeks we had shared these briefings I don’t think he'd ever laughed out loud despite there being 
many humorous interludes. Sometimes the banter was quite outrageous given the gregarious personalities of several of 
the team but it was all wasted on Rafe. Maybe he was born without a funny bone. His saving grace was a fierce 
intellect. He seemed to have an answer - a correct one at that - for every question that arose. A walking encyclopaedia, 
it sometimes seemed. Oh, and he was quite handsome. Fine, chiselled features accentuated by piercing eyes that would 
have been at home on an eagle and a flourishing head of what appeared to be genuinely black hair. Rafe was so 
pragmatic and phlegmatic that you just couldn’t imagine him being vain enough to tolerate the tedium of dyeing his 
crowning locks. Anyway, his humorous deficiencies were more than offset by Samantha Addison: a real livewire and 
as close to a perfect opposite to Rafe as you could get. He was tall and skinny and she was - well, not quite short but 
not tall either - with what might be termed an ample figure. If she happened to stumble and fall backwards she would 
probably avoid injury thanks to the padding protecting her hips. Equally, if she should trip and fall forwards, injury 
would probably be avoided by a bosom that might have kept an air-bag designer awake at nights. Unlike Rafe, 
Samantha definitely was a devotee of dye and her blonde tresses were the brightest that a bottle could produce. Sam 
billed herself as a trainer and her company was Accelerated Management Training Pty Ltd. Her dream was to 
personally train ten million Chinese so they could fully integrate with the West and we could all share a wondrous new 
world. Was she crazy? Maybe. But pleasantly so. She laughed a lot and, from what I had seen, was kind and courteous. 
I could imagine a lot worse people to travel with.

Which was pretty much how I felt about Kelvin Lloyd. Kelvin was . . . how can I say this . . . swishy. Gay as. His 
homosexuality was fine by me but what I didn't like was his penchant for being utterly useless and always needing 
someone else to cover his arse. No, that was the wrong thing to say. Kelvin thought his arse was a gift. Worse, he 
thought his gift should be shared. If fluttering eyelids and come-hither looks were anything to go by he didn't think I 
was the worst house in the street. Trouble was, I didn't even want to be in his neighbourhood. Hey, look, call me sexist 
or homophobic if you like but that's not the case. Some of my best friends are gay - wash your mouth out! - and that's 
fine but they don't hit on me all the time. If Kelvin had even half a brain in his head he'd see I was such a sucker for 
breasts that I was never going to be interested in him sexually. He reminded me of those old-fashioned window-
dressers who used to design displays in department store windows - back in the days when shopping was an 
experience and not just a contest to get the lowest price. In fact, Kelvin was probably the modern equivalent of a 
window-dresser in that his business card said he was a Designer with Message Stick Pty Ltd. Apparently they created 
interpretive displays for museums and tourist attractions - anywhere that wanted to tell a story in an interesting and 
imaginative way, sufficient to persuade visitors to part with money to see it. Well, all right, there was one thing that 
really pissed me off about Kelvin, okay? Apart from not allowing anyone to abbreviate his name. Anyone who dared 
call him Kel was subjected to his peculiar attempt at a withering glare, accompanied by a prissy: 'If my mother, god 
rest her soul, had wanted me to be called Kel she would have christened me that. It's Kelvin, please!' Talk about 
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getting her knickers in a knot. I mean, how can anyone own - and wear - canvas shoes: one pair pastel blue and the 
other pale pink? I mean, talk about looking like Minnie Mouse gone wrong! How queer do you want to tell the world 
you are? And I gotta tell ya, it ain't a good look for a man well into his forties. Tired old tart was a phrase that came to 
mind but that sounds like I had a real downer on him and it was actually not the case. His sexuality didn't annoy me; it 
was that his mannerisms were so caricatured they demeaned him as a person. He was more like a cardboard cut-out of 
a particular gay stereotype than someone who was comfortable with himself. I couldn’t help but wonder what the 
Chinese would think of him.

Then there was Brendan Carpenter. Fortyish and the archetypal techno-geek who used to bring a mini laptop with him 
to every meeting. In fact, I'd bet he took it to bed with him. Bloody thing probably vibrated just to keep him happy. He 
was a software programmer with family company, Business Solutions Pty Ltd and apparently had a gift for writing 
programs that made accountancy for small firms a cinch. Brendan originally was coming along to the briefings just to 
keep his older brother and sales manager, Aaron, company. Aaron, however, was playing touch football two weeks 
ago and misjudged a pass snapping his ankle in the process. There was quite a deal of consternation in the Carpenter 
household until Brendan decided he could step up to the plate and match his brother's expertise in sales. From what we 
had seen, this was a valiant but ultimately futile hope. Brendan was a nerd. He had made it clear he knew computers 
inside out but simply lacked the same capacity to interact with human beings. He smiled a lot and seemed like a nice 
person but just couldn’t make conversation. Not an ideal quality for someone who hoped to market his company's 
products.

It was quite the opposite with Ted Sanders who often seemed unable to actually shut up. He was still in his thirties and 
didn’t seem to have quite made up his mind just who he was. As the Market Development Director for Southern Star 
University you would have thought he'd be fairly mild-mannered as a representative of the ivy-covered walls of 
academe but, no, he gave the appearance of an apprentice stand-up comedian. Never at a loss for a quick quip was our 
Ted. They weren't always the funniest of lines but his eagerness to please made up for that - mostly. There were times 
when you just wanted to strangle the little bastard: squeeze real tight so that no other sound could emerge from that 
scrawny throat with its bobbing bloody Adam's apple. 

The final business participant was Jodie Parsons who represented a horticultural supplies company - Grow Green Pty 
Ltd - that wanted to flood the Chinese market with soaker hoses, drip irrigation systems and tap timers they felt would 
monumentally boost the efficiency and productivity of Chinese farmers. The Department of State Development people 
were quite disparaging about the prospects of these products finding favour in China but Jodie would not be deterred. 
A pint-sized pocket rocket, she had a superabundance of enthusiasm matched by wonderful self-deprecation. For my 
money she was gay but that was just a guess. Her comments over the past few weeks had made it clear that she liked to 
work like a man and her physique was very muscular. She favoured short shorts that showed her very brown legs off 
to great advantage but watching her closely, she never sought approval from the guys. In fact, more than once I caught 
her staring at Sally Ferguson in a way that made me wonder if lust was in the air. I kept meaning to stir Sally about it 
but the opportunity never seemed to arise. Maybe tonight. 

While I had been mentally reviewing the team, Geraldine had brought around a sheaf of stapled pages which she gave 
to everyone in the room. They provided business biographies of each of the participants. As she passed by Michael and 
I he nudged me and inclined his head to suggest I check out her rear-end. His chuckle nearly gave the game away for 
Gerry turned on her heel and demanded to know what we were sniggering about. Like schoolboys caught smoking 
behind the bike shed we suddenly blushed bright crimson and looked as guilty as hell. Knowing she wouldn’t get an 
honest or even sensible answer, Geraldine continued on her way. Sally hadn't missed the exchange, though, and 
wagged her finger at us to indicate we were naughty boys. When everyone had received their copy, Geraldine asked if 
they would all check the details to make sure they were happy before the data was compiled in a formal presentation 
folder that would be given out at each of the business meetings the group attended in China.
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It all seemed very business-like and, indeed, the State Development people congratulated her on her preparedness and 
professionalism. It was now 7.00 and Cr Patterson strode in while offering hearty greetings to all of us. The Mayor 
simply ignored him.

Thankfully, it was a brief session this evening and, in fact, it was discussed and agreed that this would be the last time 
we would all gather prior to leaving for China. The following Wednesday was the eve of our departure and it was felt 
we would all need the chance to do our final packing. Except for Rafe who imparted that he was entirely ready and 
simply needed to put on his travelling clothes and get to the airport. If he had hoped his efficiency would impress us he 
was sadly mistaken. The rest of us were all chattering about how much stuff we were trying to fit into various suitcases 
when Jodie Parsons quipped that she only had three outfits in total and that her challenge would be to ensure they were 
all clean prior to departure. That set us all wondering and I could not help but picture her traipsing around China clad 
in her trademark short shorts with white anklet socks and clunky work boots and the reaction that might cause. We'd 
been told that westerners were no longer uncommon in China but that we might be objects of some curiosity 
depending on how far off the beaten track we got. They'd certainly get an eyeful when they saw all of us.

With a final briefing by Sally she explained that our itinerary was to begin in Shanghai before travelling to Suzhou and 
then on to Beijing. At this time of the year - late October-early November - China would be just entering winter. We 
could expect Shanghai and Suzhou (which were not far apart we were told) to be temperate while Beijing, much 
further to the north, might not yet be subjected to the howling winter gales that made it pretty much a hell-hole during 
December and January. We were advised to take half our anticipated spending money in travellers' cheques and the 
remainder to be converted at the Travelex or American Express kiosks at the international air terminal. Reduced fares 
had been negotiated for group travel which meant we would have a brief stopover in Singapore both ways. 

So it was that amid a welter of well-wishes and bonhomie we said our goodnights and looked forward to seeing each 
other at Brisbane International Airport in a week's time. As people made their way out, I buttonholed Geraldine as 
unobtrusively as I could. Cr Patterson was glad-handing everyone at the exit so he didn't see me duck into the corridor 
to discuss my draft article with the mayor's offsider. The last thing I wanted was for him to suspect I was in the 
mayor's camp which, given how paranoid he was, he probably already thought anyway. 

'Hey, Geraldine, about this article I was instructed by Steve Patterson to write: I think I may have found a way to 
satisfy all concerned.'

'Excuse me?' This in the haughtiest tone of voice you could imagine.

'Sorry?' I queried. Not understanding what she was saying.

'Are you talking to me?'

'Yes,' I stammered still not sure what she was on about.

'Talking to me instead of laughing at me?'

'Ah.'
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'So . . . what was it about me that struck you and Michael as so funny?'

Oh, fuck. I blushed furiously and desperately tried to think of an alternative scenario but nothing would come to mind 
as she pierced me with a tungsten-tough gaze.

'Come on,' she demanded.

Oh, god help me. This woman would know if I was lying as soon as I opened my mouth and my instincts were telling 
me that honesty would offend her far less than breaking a bond of trust. I am a great believer that if someone will lie to 
you once, they will lie to you again and again. So, I took a deep breath and said in a very soft voice: 'We were perving 
on your backside.'

'I'm sorry?'

'No visible panty line. Figured you must be wearing a thong.'

I couldn't look her in the eye and remained downcast in the silence that ensued.

'And what's so bloody funny about that?' she demanded once more.

'Nothing. It's just . . . ahm . . . an enticing thought, that's all.'

'Hmm. You're a couple of dickhead bastards, you know that?'

But there was a softness in her voice now that indicated our transgression might be forgiven. And since I have never 
learned to bite my tongue, I figured I might as well go for broke.

'Hey, you can't blame us, we're only human. I mean . . . I don't think I've ever seen better!'

The merest hint of a smile played at the corner of her lips but her eyes crinkled. Still, she was a control freak and she 
wasn't going to let her guard down that easily.

'Discretion, James, is always the better part of valour.'

'Sorry,' I croaked. Jesus, when she chided me, I felt worse than when the nuns used to crack rulers across my knuckles 
at school.

But then she was back to her officious best.
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'So, tell me about this article.'

'Well, I've acknowledged that China is not going to be a saviour for the vast majority of Raleigh's businesses because 
they are too small to take advantage of such a huge market but still said that it suits niche businesses or larger 
enterprises and the fact that seven have signed-up to go on this trade mission underlines this. To pad it out, I got some 
comments from the State Development Minister, Harry Marks, who reckoned the trip was a great initiative. Interesting 
thing was, he gave heaps of kudos to Patterson and praised his role as chairman of the REDB. That had me worried but 
then he gushed enthusiasm for the mayor and thanked him for his unwavering support of the REDB. The end result is 
that I think I've kept everybody happy. Do you think that will be okay?'

'If the Minister is giving the mayor a pat on the back, he'll be fine. If you think you've covered all the bases, I'm happy 
to trust your judgment.'

This was a rarity so I thanked her for her faith in me.

'That's quite all right, Jimmy. Still, may I suggest you put in that the Mayor congratulates the REDB and its chairman 
for so whole-heartedly supporting the trade mission. Mess with his mind,' she said. And all this accompanied by such a 
look of pure innocence that it would make a cherub look guilty by comparison. Ah, the evil that women do. 

'But tell me, Geraldine, why are you so comfortable sticking it to Cr Patterson so readily?'

'You can’t be serious asking me that, Jimmy. Tell me you're not.'

'No, I am. I can understand Colin's angst. It's clearly personal. But you are at arm's length. It's not personal for you.'

'Oh, but it is, Jimmy. You see, in politics, everything is personal. It's not just Colin's job that's on the line. If he goes
down for any reason, I go with him. I am seen to be part and parcel of the Porter mayoralty. I'm the bit player but when 
the king is rolled, all the other heads roll with his. It's just the way it is. Over time, you can worm your way back into 
the game and be accepted as a loyal henchman for someone else but for quite a while you're seen as damaged goods 
and no-one - and I do mean no-one - wants to know you. Should the king go out on his own terms, that's a different 
story. But that almost never happens. It is only the rarest of individuals who knows when it is time to vacate the stage. 
So, my future is inextricably bound up with Colin's. That means that I will fight to the death to preserve what we've 
got. You understand?'

'Yeah, you’re right. I've been around politics long enough to appreciate that but it still seems kinda strange when a 
woman is involved.'

'Oh, Jimmy, it's twice-three times as hard for a woman. If we're close to someone, the automatic assumption is that 
we're sleeping with them. It's so unfair. It's pathetic and it represents the worst insecurities of men but it happens all 
the time.'

'Yeah, I can see how that would piss you off. I'm sorry.'
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'Thank you, James. Appreciate that. A shame more blokes aren’t like you. But you should know that I play the game 
damn near as hard as Colin and won't take prisoners. As he said, cross him and you'll pay.'

'God, I love it when you talk tough, Gerry. Sends shivers up my spine.'

For a moment she just looked at me, her head slightly to one side. Then an earthy, guttural laugh burst from her throat 
and she wagged her right index finger at me.

'You love to push the boundaries, don't you, James?' Still regarding me with eyes somewhat narrowed, she then said: 
'It's an appealing quality.' Suddenly, some inner alarm appeared to register a warning that she was being human and 
the shutters went up. 'Anyway, must get along home. See you next week at the airport. Goodnight.'

She strode off purposefully and I couldn’t help but once again admire her flanks as she exited the room. Mighty fine, I 
thought, mighty fine.
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Chapter Six

Distractions

By now I was really excited. The prospect of earning a good fee that would ease my monetary woes for a few months 
was thrilling in itself but the prospect of seeing China at first-hand had me going. Next Thursday could not come fast 
enough. Mind you, my eagerness was not sufficient to get my bags packed early. In my defence, I had actually thought 
about what I might take but that was as far as it went. The knowledge that I would have a steady income stream for a 
couple of months freed my mental shackles and enabled me to indulge in the purchase of lots of fine wine and plenty 
of beer. Pathetic, I know. I stand accused of being a pisspot and will vote myself guilty. Hate myself those mornings 
when my head hurts and the thirst is so hard to slake. Still, when there's money in the offing I feel an irresistible urge 
to splurge - on grog! Nor am I one to lay down wine for inordinate periods. Operating on the basis that my house does 
not enjoy perfect cellaring conditions, I make it a habit to consume wine before it has a chance to deteriorate. Mind 
you, I hate running out so I ensure I always have some on hand but it is a constant juggling act.  Your assessment may 
be that I have a drinking problem but I prefer to simply think I enjoy a cold one on a hot day. Just like any decent 
Aussie. 

Trouble was, the more I drank the more I worried about being caught between Mayor Porter and Councillor Patterson. 
Their animosity was a sword of Damocles hanging over my head. Deep down inside, my innate optimism let me feel I 
could conquer any challenge they offered but the realistic me couldn’t suppress a nagging worry that I would cross one 
while trying to please the other. Worse was that I simply could not understand the intensity of their antipathy. Sure, 
from time to time, I get pissed off with people. I can get really cranky with someone if they upset my plans or do the 
dirty on me. But I can never maintain the rage. I am not a hater. For someone with my love of politics, this was a rare 
and, it can be said, a less than valuable quality. True, I was not in the political mainstream. I was not a political player,
as such. For them, the ability to hate with a passion is almost a necessity. It's the way the system works. Admittedly, it 
seems entirely pointless to me but it is so deeply ingrained that railing against it is futile. It was always thus and will 
remain always so. Usually my role was to report from the sidelines rather than enter the ring. For this assignment, 
however, I had climbed through the ropes and pulled on a pair of gloves. Only by dancing on my toes and keeping my 
guard up continually did I feel I had any chance of avoiding a real battering, not by one but by two bellicose and 
antagonistic opponents. In moments of alcohol-induced depression, I felt I was on a hiding to nothing. So it was that I 
turned to Michael Collins for guidance in how to avoid getting the crap belted out of me in China.

I could have approached Sally or Gerry and got better advice for they were closer to the action but they were women 
and sometimes a guy just needs a bloke's view of things, especially when discussing male egos. It could fairly be said 
that Michael was in touch with his feminine side but he was hardly effeminate nor were there any doubts - so far as I 
was aware - about his sexuality. He was a guy. Relatively soft and sensitive but a guy nonetheless and one who was 
fully immersed in a political environment. In the hope of securing a magic antidote to my worries, I phoned him and 
asked him to join me for a drink after work at the Breakers Point Hotel, a giant complex dedicated to the consumption 
of alcohol and fostering an addiction to gambling. There were seemingly a dozen different bars catering to a 
bewildering variety of clientele and each offered some form of passive entertainment. Equally, each featured a 
constant display of one form or another of gambling with patrons continually induced to part with their money even 
faster than they were already doing by purchasing grog. Call me a wowser but I sat and watched in horror as I noted 
the addiction of so many patrons to the various forms of gambling on offer. If there truly is a devil then he plies his 
trade in pubs: no question. Don't get me wrong, I like them and use them but it's the sad cases you can tell are so poor 
they can hardly afford the rent who traipse back and forth to shove some coins into the poker machines or place a bet 
on the horses or take a punt on their favourite football team - in whatever code you care to imagine. All the while 
fuelled by discounted drinks to keep them parting with whatever cash they have on them. The litany of woes that 
unfolds in countless households after a good time has been had at the pub just doesn't bear thinking about. So I shunted 
such thoughts from my mind and watched the occasional sexy woman walking by as I waited for Michael to extricate 
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himself from Council and make his way to me. He was only a few minutes late and typically apologetic as he reached 
out to shake my hand. I had a beer waiting for him so he could repair the dryness that would surely have engulfed him 
on the drive from Raleigh's civic headquarters to the city's biggest licensed establishment. He slurped thirstily before 
asking how I was. Not wishing to exacerbate his angst at not going to China, I played down my excitement and cut 
straight to the chase: how the hell could I get through the experience without riling Porter or Patterson to the point 
where they wanted my head. He laughed. In fact he chuckled for so long that I started to get a bit peeved. Then he saw 
my frown and apologised.

'Oh, Jimmy. Welcome to our world, mate.'

'What do you mean?'

'What do you think it's like for us at Council who have to deal with eleven of these bastards every day? They all think 
they're God's gift to the world yet most of them would be hard put to hold down a real job. Even so, they are the 
absolute bosses. We must all defer to them. Sure, we have a duty to offer independent and fearless advice but if they 
don't like it, they simply reject it and there's effectively nothing we can do about it. Worst of all is that they have to 
have their egos stroked all the time. It's a strange contradiction because they have to exude this completely confident 
persona to win an election but inside most of them are insecure and need reassurance. They're a funny lot.'

'How do you manage it, Michael?'

'Oh, I just piss in their pockets, mate. Tell 'em what they want to hear. Half the time they know I'm spinning them a 
line but because I flatter them they want to believe me. I do try hard not to step over the line because they're not averse 
to getting revenge on someone they think is being seriously disrespectful.'

Noting my look of surprise, he said: 'I must sound dreadfully cynical and I guess I am but despite their faults they're 
mostly decent people.'

'Does that apply to Colin and Steve?'

'Funnily enough, yes it does. Without doubt they are the two most difficult-to-please councillors. Their egos are an 
entire new level above all the rest. But I maintain good relations with both of them.'

'How?' Even as I asked, I sounded dreadfully plaintive to myself and Michael laughed aloud once again.

'Don't take it all so bloody seriously for a start, Jimmy. This is not like you. Or what I thought you were like. I mean, 
when I've bumped into you previously you've always been taking the piss. So don't change. I'll give you some advice 
for free and I've learned it by working with politicians daily for more than a decade both here at Raleigh and at state 
government level. The moment they think they've got you bluffed, you’re dead meat. Never lose sight of that and you 
should get along just fine.'

'It makes sense and I guess I'm usually like that. It's just that this time around I've been taken aback by the extent of 
the, well, hatred between these two.'
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'Ah, that! Yes, it appears that way but I don’t really believe it's as bad as it seems.'

'What do you mean?' I was truly flummoxed by his assertion.

'Look, I've seen those two buddy up like long lost pals. Yeah, they don't like each other but if there is a mutual benefit 
they'll jump into bed with each other like a pro accepting the next trick. Half the time I'm convinced their animosity is 
just posturing. They might draw the line at giving each other mouth-to-mouth resuscitation but if it suits their purposes 
they can be as nice as pie to each other. I've seen it many a time.'

'That's hard to believe but I'll take your word for it, Michael. Want another beer?'

'Can't remember when I last said No!'

'Done! Back in a mo.'

As I collected the round and headed back to our table, I felt my mobile vibrate in my pocket. Putting the glasses down 
I answered to hear Krystal Baker ask if I was going to be free this evening. Suspecting what it was she wanted, I
hesitated, trying to think of an excuse but none came to mind. She was quick to spot my lack of enthusiasm and 
responded by offering to bring around Chinese take-away. In the absence of any alternative plans for dinner, I 
accepted and arranged to meet around 8.00. Though the call had taken hardly any time at all, Michael was already 
halfway through his beer.

'Steady on,' I remonstrated. 'You driving?'

'Nah, got dropped off and I'm getting a taxi to the movies in a little while. I'm hoping I'm going to strike it lucky with 
my date tonight. I've chosen a romantic comedy and I'll offer her supper afterwards. Hey, if that doesn’t get me laid 
there's no justice in the world, right?'

'You'd think so but I've learned not to count your chickens before they've hatched, Michael.'

'And what about you, Jimmy? How's your love life?'

'What love life?' It sounded somewhat more bitter than I'd intended.

'Not getting any, then?'

'No, it's not that so much, though I certainly never get as much as I want, make no mistake. Since my marriage split up 
five years ago, I've had quite a few really nice relationships but I just can't imagine making the commitment to settle 
down with one person again. I know that if the right one came along I'd fall for her hook, line and sinker. But she 
hasn't. And I hate dating. That really sucks. Usually the women I get to be with are ones I meet through work. Fairly 
frequently they're married so it's a short-term thing. Suits me and suits them. No harm done. And they're less likely to 
have any nasty parasites, if you know what I mean, though there's certainly no guarantee of that.'
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'Yeah, I do. Had a shocking bloody cold sore on my lip a fortnight ago. Looked so bad I stayed home from work for a 
few days. Ah, the joys of illicit sex!'

'Yeah.'

'So, you got anyone at the moment?'

'Nah. A couple of women I see occasionally for dinner or lunch but we haven’t actually got it on. Mind you, tonight's a 
bit of a funny one.'

'How's that, Jimmy? What do you mean?'

'Oh, that call was from a friend who lives not far from me. Almost around the corner, really. She's a photographer for 
the The Australian newspaper. Is the senior snapper in far north Queensland. She's as mad as a cut snake but has a 
heart of gold. The thing is - and you can laugh at me if you like, Michael, but I swear it's true - she uses me as a sex 
object.'

The look on his face went from quizzical to sceptical to outright cynicism in a matter of moments. 'Yeah, right. In your 
dreams, big boy. Hey, I'm gonna get me a refill before I listen to this story. Want another?'

'Yeah, but make it a light. Gotta drive.'

When Michael returned it was with a smirk swirling about his lips. 'Go on, make my day: tell me how Jimmy James is 
used as a sex object. Christ, this is gonna be good!'

'Listen, you cynical prick, what makes you think I couldn’t be a sex object?'

'Your ugly head, for one thing.'

'Well, it may just surprise you that not everyone shares your view. Yeah,  I do sometimes get a fright in the morning 
when I'm about to shave but that's a whole other story!'

'Come on, then, get on with it.'

'Well, Krystal is not your normal type. She's a tom-boy and spends a lot of time on the road, doing assignments and 
chasing stories. She works ridiculously long and seriously weird hours, not counting frequent stints out of the country, 
which makes maintaining a relationship pretty difficult. Frankly I'm not all that sure she's right into guys but she does 
like a good root from time to time. Only thing is, because she rarely has a steady guy in her life, she's left high and dry 
when it comes to satisfaction. Yep, you and I both know she could go to any pub in the land and get herself laid in a 
jiffy but she's not like that. She has to trust whoever she's with.'



56

'And she finds that in you?'

'Don’t be so bloody cynical, Michael, you could hurt my feelings.'

We both laughed, as was intended. 

'In actual fact, yes. I like her devil-may-care attitude and she makes me laugh. She's a petite thing - barely comes up to 
my shoulders. Amazes me how she lugs around all her camera gear. She has these giant lenses and a couple of camera 
bodies and looks like a pack horse when she's all loaded up. The great thing about that is that she's really muscular. 
And that has its own rewards.' An evil grin spread across my face as I indicated to Michael - no doubt unfairly but, 
hey, we're guys talking about conquests, right? - just how rewarding an athletic nymphette can be. 

'Half your luck,' he said with rueful chagrin. Then his expression changed suddenly as he glanced at his watch. 'Shit, 
I'm nearly late. Christ, hope there's a taxi outside. Hey, good catching up with you Jimmy. If I don't see you before, 
have a great time in China and I'll buy you a few beers on your return so you can tell me all the gossip.  That should be 
fun. Enjoy yourself!' And he was off.

Finishing my beer slowly, I pondered the reality of my escapades with Krystal. Most of what I'd said to Michael was 
true - or close to it. She was a tiny dynamo and I did like her. Even on a down day she could make you feel good. Yes, 
the sex was great, but . . .  But. It was hard to put my finger on it. No, that wasn't true. I knew all right, I just didn't 
want to face up to the real reason for my disquiet. Nor could I share it with any of my mates. Not even my female 
friends. If I was honest the fact was that I felt used every time Krystal had sex with me. She enjoyed it, no question. 
But there was no emotional attachment. Not beyond liking me enough to make use of my appendage. It was just a 
release for her and had no more significance than masturbating. Not that that was necessarily a bad thing. There were 
definitely times when it was great to be able to access hassle-free sex. Half the male population of the world probably 
fantasises about such a prospect. And my own penchant for avoiding emotional entanglements these days meant it was 
an ideal opportunity for me. So what was the problem? Hard to say, really. Perhaps guilt. Pangs of conscience for all 
the times in my life I had used partners in the same way. Say or do anything to get them to put out for me. Let me 
plunder them in the naïve belief that I cared. Whew! Come on, Jimmy, get your act together, mate. You're starting to 
sound suicidal. Christ, there must be some truth when they say alcohol is a depressant. And I've only had two heavies 
and a light. Time to hit the road.

The drive home didn’t improve my outlook any. I really didn't want to have sex with Krystal. Yes, I did want to have 
sex because it had been a few weeks and I was ready for some release but I didn't want to do it with her. Yet, I didn’t 
want to offend her. Didn't want to say No. Maybe things were getting to the stage where I'd have to make her aware of 
my feelings. Mind you, they say one you knock back is one you never get and there were definitely times over the past 
four years when I'd been desperate to bed Krystal. When we'd first done it, it had been fabulous sex. Inventive, athletic 
and uninhibited. Not much had changed in that regard. If outward appearances were any guide, she still derived as 
much satisfaction now as then. It was only me who was suffering a crisis of conscience. I knew that if I dared raise the 
subject with any of my mates they'd look at me pityingly. Get a grip, Jimmy, they'd say. I could just hear Tom calling 
me an arrogant son of a bitch for even daring to look a gift horse in the mouth. If you don't want her, let me have her, 
he'd say. Oooh. That was such a nasty connotation it made me cringe. Perhaps some of my angst was that I really did 
like Krystal and it hurt that she didn't share the same level of intensity? Oh, well. Time for a shower and shave. Avoid 
contemplation with activity.

The table was set and I was watching the end of a current affairs program on the ABC when the chimes sounded. As I 
opened the door and kissed her on the cheek, the tantalising aroma of hot Chinese food started my taste buds tingling. I 
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opened a bottle of Riesling as Krystal dished up the food. Given the gusto with which we both attacked our plates it 
was clear we were hungry. And thirsty, for the wine disappeared real quick. I grabbed another bottle. Nothing like a 
few drinks under the belt to suppress your conscience. Combined with my earlier beers I was starting to feel quite 
mellow. Same for Krystal who, as a consequence of working with hard-nosed journos all the time, was a seasoned 
drinker herself. There were several occasions I had seen her best some of my mates when it came to holding the grog. 
As usual, she was good company - recounting some of her recent adventures while capturing images for stories that 
sometimes occupied prime space in the early news pages of the national daily. Reinforcing just how dangerous her job 
can be from time to time she offered a scary rendition of how she was shot at by a middle-aged Latvian immigrant 
who had just shot and killed his wife. He was holed-up in his house unable to cope with the news that their only 
daughter had been raped and strangled by an unknown assailant a week earlier. Police surmised that he had decided he 
no longer had anything to live for and that suicide was preferable to the anguish of his loss. Pity about his poor wife 
who had no say in it at all. His death wish came in the form of a police bullet when he eventually rushed from the 
house firing wildly at anything he could see. Krystal described the whole episode as surreal but she was still perturbed 
by the traumatic reaction of the young constable who had fired the fatal shot. Barely out of his teens, he had been 
horrified by taking someone else's life even though his action was heroic and he may have saved other lives. A month 
after the incident he was still on medication as part of a counselling program and had resigned from the police service 
saying he could not cope with the stress. She had gone to visit him after persuading her editors that there could be a 
good story in his heroism only to find his life had been wrecked. Krystal said she felt tawdry for trying to exploit the 
situation even though she had had no idea the constable was in such a poor state. She shed a few tears which prompted 
me to give her a comforting cuddle. She settled quickly but since we were entwined, one thing quickly led to another 
and she took my hand to head off to the bedroom. The clutter and unwashed dishes were no longer relevant. One 
aroused appetite supplanted by another: hunger replaced by lust.

Though the Chinese food was taking its time to settle, the wine had mellowed me and the stirring of my loins 
reminded me that any hesitation I might have harboured about having sex with Krystal was purely mental and not 
physical. 

'I hope I'm not intruding,' she muttered breathlessly as she unbuttoned her blouse. 

'No, that's fine,' I lied. 'Might have gone hungry tonight if you hadn't brought take-aways so I guess I owe you one.'

'That's just what I had in mind, big boy!'

Krystal was diminutive in every way and while I had a penchant for large breasts, her own perky teats were a real turn-
on. Her nipples were deliciously puffy and gravity had not interfered with them despite her tendency to wear a bra 
fairly infrequently. Said she liked the swish of fabric across them. Reminded her of her power over men. Couldn't help 
themselves, she often said, even with small breasts. She jumped onto the bed, kneeling upright to watch as I removed 
my jeans and then my briefs. 

'Ooh, he's looking mighty fine tonight, Jimmy. Seems ready for a party, he does. Bring him over here and let me 
reintroduce myself.'

I, too, knelt on the bed and went to cuddle her but she pushed me down flat - nearly twisting my knee out of its socket 
in the process! - and tucked her shoulder-length brown hair behind her ears as she bent to give me a thrill. I'm of the 
old school and circumcised which Krystal says is wonderful. She prefers men that way and proceeded to demonstrate 
her affection for the form. I have to be honest and confess that whatever my angst about Krystal using me, it was 
utterly suppressed when she went down on me. Frankly, Krystal was fabulous at giving head. It wasn't so much that 
she had any remarkably different technique, just that she loved doing it so much. Her passion shone through like a 
beacon. 
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The funny thing about head jobs is that most women seem to prefer hiding their face while doing it. Men, however, 
like to watch. Krystal was a joy because she knew I liked watching and was happy to oblige. As my penis twitched in 
response to her ministrations she looked up slyly and smiled a knowing grin. Her tongue and lips caressed my slit and 
head with thrilling enthusiasm. Dribbling saliva down the stem she kept her right hand sliding up and down the shaft. 
Her left hand gently stroked my sac which had shrivelled as my arousal began to peak.

'Open your legs, lover, I want to change position.' 

No argument from me and she slithered between them and resumed her gift-giving. Another tremor surged through my 
body as she continued to probe my slit with her tongue. 

'Hmm, getting juicy, Jimmy. Nice work, mate.'

A choked groan was all I could manage as she slid lower and sucked each of my balls into her mouth in turn. The 
warm wetness was delicious and I could sense that I would not last much longer. 

'It's started,' I croaked.

'Tell me something I don't know.' She sat back a little and watched studiously as her right hand maintained its 
pulsating rhythm: up and down, up and down. Sometimes firm, sometimes loose, sometimes tight as a vise. The spasm 
that rocked my body told her all she needed to know and as I struggled to raise my head against the euphoria engulfing 
me, I watched her slip her lips over the head. Krystal prided herself on swallowing my load. It was a bit of macho 
posturing but I loved it. A few women in my life had actually gagged on the saltiness but Krystal had simply taught 
herself to like the taste. As she licked the head a last time, she looked me deep in the eyes and moved forward, 
swirling my secretion provocatively. For a moment I felt my eyes widen as I sensed she was going to kiss me and pass 
the fluid into my mouth but she flagrantly swallowed it just as she plunged her tongue between my lips swirling 
around and around with alternate flicking back and forth. She may have swallowed but I could still taste myself and it 
felt somehow sinful. Amazing how straitlaced and conservative we westerners tend to be about matters sexual. At last 
she disengaged and flopped down alongside me with one leg draped over mine.

'Look at that poor little chappy,' she chirped. 'Seems to have had a hard time.'

It was true. He had shrivelled to a mere shadow of his former self and lay there as if panting for breath. But I knew my 
mate and knew his capacity to rouse himself against all odds. He'd be back for more in no time. God help me the day 
he didn't bounce back - there would go my manhood. Funny how we overstate things.

While pondering this hopefully far-off dilemma, Krystal began to slowly stroke my penis as if it was some sleepy 
puppy, gently caressing it as if a reward for services rendered. Her mind had drifted off somewhere for she was not 
really concentrating. I could see her eyes and they were unfocused, all sensibilities turned inward. But when my mate 
began to stir she slipped back to reality and a sultry smile creased her face as she watched her power over men. It was 
written across her face better than any words that ever adorned a billboard: look what I can do. My penis was surging: 
the flabby skin tautening as blood surged through its veins. I could share her sense of wonder for it was quite 
remarkable to see this flaccid thing come back to life. In no time it was standing proudly erect as if honouring Krystal 
for her attention.
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'What now, lover boy?' she asked in dulcet tones.

'I'm only here to serve your needs,' I muttered in a sarcastic response that sailed right over her head. She was clearly 
not listening as she prepared to satisfy her own wishes by resuming her place between my legs. This was what she 
liked to do: ride me. Occasionally Krystal liked me to pound her hard in the missionary position and sometimes to take 
her from behind but almost always she wanted to be on top. This seemed to satisfy her emotional needs better than 
anything else. To be honest, I liked women on top. It was great to watch them taking control. The only frustration was 
the tendency in that position for the male to slip out. You'd be going at it hammer and tongs when all of a sudden you'd 
pull back just that centimetre too far and whoops! It ruined the rhythm and crucified the crescendo. Maybe some guys 
have got a technique that prevents this but I've never found it. And I hated the disruption. Still, that was some way off 
yet and I watched with increasing pleasure as Krystal raised herself and straddled my thighs. She had a firm grip on 
my penis and I watched entranced as the purplish head slipped out of view into her wonderful warm wetness. My mind 
was berating me for not speaking out and specifying my own wants but I remained silent. Krystal loved to lower 
herself centimetre by centimetre to take maximum satisfaction of the sensation of me filling her.  It was not only a 
sexual act but one of physical stamina as it demonstrated her muscle control and discipline. It was always an incredible 
sensation. It felt SO good. Probably because she was fucking me and not the other way around. There was no 
mistaking when this little voyage of exploration was concluded for my tip inevitably touched her inner wall. This had 
more to do with her being so small rather than me being so big but it was still a turn-on to realise you had penetrated 
someone quite so completely. 

Savouring the moment herself I saw her withdraw into some inner recess as her eyes glazed and she began to flex her 
inner muscles to milk my stem. The degree of grip she was able to exert was intriguing for I had never experienced 
similar with another woman. How she trained herself I had no idea and dared not even begin to wonder. But I liked it. 
In a moment she returned to the here and now and gazed at me with mischievous eyes. She reached out and grasped 
my hands to place them on her breasts. Dual stimulation of her major pleasure points was something she really liked 
and I found it no hardship to massage her small but perfectly formed teats. She began a rhythmic motion that mixed up 
and down with round and round and the occasional sideways flounce. The sheen of sweat that appeared on her brow 
revealed how demanding this was physically. Instead of tiring, though, she seemed to revel in conquering her aching 
muscles. My own muscle was having a lovely time of it and despite slipping apart several times, we managed to 
maintain  the general rhythm until we exchanged a fevered glance of sharp intensity which told each other that a joint 
climax was not far away. She leaned forward to place her nipples within reach of my mouth and I began to suck 
avidly. This always triggered an emotional response in her and she began a soft moan that grew in intensity as she 
slowed her pace to make every movement quite deliberate. At this point she maintained her 'tradition' and used her 
right hand to stimulate her clitoris. In the early days I felt pangs of jealousy that I could not provide sufficient 
stimulation but then I grew up and realised that it was not all about me and whatever gave her enhanced satisfaction 
surely must result in a better experience for me, too. As she stretched back to give greater access to herself her breasts 
retreated from my grasp and I was able to raise my head to see her quite substantial clitoris being manipulated between 
two fingers. It was a deep ruby red and you could tell it must have been enormously sensitive. It looked so much like 
my own penis that I loved to watch it. Not that I could keep my head up for long nor could she withstand the direct 
stimulation of her clit and the soft moan that had commenced a couple of minutes earlier was now a throaty growl that 
was becoming a rampant yowl. What the neighbours would think used to worry me but I found it put me off my 
climax so I had trained myself not to give a damn. If they could hear they could just be jealous. My luck! Suddenly I 
was being swept along on a torrent of tingles as we stared wide-eyed at each other exchanging a world of emotion and 
meaning as our climax consumed us. It was powerful and drenching and ever so enjoyable. Having reached that point 
where any further movement passes beyond pleasure to something approaching pain we subsided and crumpled into 
each other's arms, panting heavily and sweating like we had run twenty kilometres. The slickness was certainly not 
confined to our outer bodies and no sooner had my penis shrunk than it slipped out of Krystal and she flopped to my 
side, one arm slung across my chest.

As random post-coital thoughts coursed through our minds, I could not help but wonder how I had had the temerity 
earlier to feel that what had just happened was somehow an imposition rather than a reward. Was I really such a 
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dickhead? Thank god I had bitten my tongue and said nothing. I'd think about it again later but, for now, I was entirely 
satisfied to have been Krystal's sex object. If this was demeaning then let me be pilloried forever! 

With a prescience that was truly scary she suddenly probed: 'Penny for your thoughts.'

'Oh, nothing,' was my instantaneous lie. 'Just knackered - pleasantly so. Thank you. That was wonderful. You're such a 
good root.'

We both laughed, but in the gentle silence that ensued I berated myself once again. How could you ask for anything 
more than a thoroughly comfortable relationship in which casual sex was possible without any hassles whatsoever? 
We knew each other intimately and were able to cater for our respective needs without fuss or temerity. If I was honest 
it was good that I questioned the value of sex without perceived emotional entanglement or commitment but, 
physically, what I felt now was simply wonderful.

'Krystal. Any time, girl. Any time.' 

Now where the fuck had that come from? Christ, one half of me was congratulating this woman for her sexual antics 
while the other was berating me for not chastising her sexual selfishness. Too, too weird.

'You know what I'd like now, lover boy?'

Part of me dreaded to think but I was able to ask, what, anyway.

'Ice cream! Cold, creamy and sweet. You got any?'

'Always. Think there's some choc fudge in the freezer if we're lucky.'

'Let's go.'

We swapped more gossip and work updates as we ravenously wolfed down our ice cream. When we'd finished I 
offered to wait to do the dishes while Krystal had a shower but she said she would prefer to drive home as she had an 
early start the next day. Very rarely did our trysts finish with a night in the same bed though sometimes we did get so 
blotto that we simply fell asleep after our exertions despite our intentions. Krystal returned to the bedroom to dress 
again and we kissed fairly chastely at the door as she headed for her car promising me that while she was probably 
over the legal limit she had only a very small distance to go and would take extra care. 

'Don't worry, lover boy, I can look after myself.' As her tail-lights bled into the distance I reflected that her statement 
pretty well summed up her approach to life. Despite any perceived downside you had to admire her rugged 
individualism - that hallmark quality of Australian identity. 
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Chapter Seven

Up, up and away

Brisbane International Airport was hectic even at this ridiculously late hour of the night though the cabbie who was 
making a pretence of listening to my whingeing clearly had little sympathy since his shift was due to end only at 4.00 
in the morning. He revealed that flights came and went all night which surprised me since I thought a curfew operated 
to protect the sleeping habits of neighbouring residents. Not so, he said, the stupid bastards come and go at any hour of 
the day. As one of that select group I could have taken offence but he probably had a tyre lever down by the side of his 
seat to deal with recalcitrant customers so what was the point? Cracking my skull might provide the only decent 
interlude of his entire shift. 

Despite a last minute panic that afternoon that I had not packed appropriate or sufficient clothing, I had ransacked my 
already zippered suitbag in search of deficiencies only to realise that not another bloody thing would fit in anyway. 
Then I had a panic attack about the two girly magazines I had in my briefcase. Would Chinese Customs officials 
search it and haul me off to jail for possessing pornography? I had no idea what their standards were but knew they 
would hardly be liberal. Still - and, hey, you can quit chastising me. You try going for two weeks without sexual 
release. It's unnatural and I can’t, well, get it all happening without some form of visual stimulation, okay? - my 
desperation made me think the risk was worth it. Surely I could plead ignorance if I got found out? Mind you, the 
potential embarrassment of being publicly shamed for having girly magazines while on a Mayoral delegation really 
didn't bear thinking about. Colin Porter would be a very unhappy chappie. Not to mention bible-bashing Steve 
Patterson. But I left them in the bag regardless. Two whole weeks without release. Unthinkable!

So it was that I signed my Council-supplied Cabcharge chit and surrendered it to the driver. He popped the bootlid but 
left me to retrieve my bags myself so I hoisted my suitbag strap over my shoulder, hefted my airline pilot's bag 
containing my reading material, laptop and other items I might need during the flight and headed into the stark 
illumination of the cavernous terminal. Locating the Singapore Airlines check-in pretty quickly, I found quite a few of 
the team had beaten me although I was fully half an hour early for the scheduled rendezvous time of 9.30pm. The 
bloody flight was not due to depart until 11.35. It was outlandish. Still, my primary focus now was to secure a window 
seat. Seasoned travellers swear by aisle seats but nothing has ever been able to dissuade me from hiding in a corner 
and making some connection with the outside world by looking through the little roundel of pressurised glass or 
Perspex or whatever it was. In my experience I had learned that the ability to avoid mind-numbing chit-chat from an 
idiotic next-seat passenger by staring fixedly out the window could be a life-saver. Thus, I hastened to ask the young 
female check-in attendant if it was possible to secure a window seat. 

'And how has your day been?' I also hastened to ask. 'Bet it'd be a bloody sight better if you weren't stuck in here!'

Establishing rapport with customer service staff, I have always found, is the very best means for securing what you 
really want.

'What time will you get off?' I continued.

'It'll be midnight by the time I finish,' she muttered through clenched teeth.
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'That's a bugger. I'm sorry you have to be stuck here.'

'All part of the service,' she said grimly but eventually looked up and smiled - albeit wanly.

Not a happy camper, I decided. There was probably little point pushing it but she was attractive and some instinct told 
me she was hurting.

'Is there a handsome young man who is missing out on your company this evening?' I asked in my most conspiratorial 
tone.

'There should have been,' she hissed with surprising vehemence, 'but when he learned I was on late he decided to go to 
the speedway with his mates. So much for sympathy.'

Ooh, yes, there's an issue, I decided.

'You know, I've got to tell you that he's a very silly boy because I reckon you'd be worth staying up late for. If he 
doesn't appreciate you, maybe he doesn't deserve you.'

Without offering a response, she shuffled some paperwork before tapping at the keyboard once more. I'd decided to 
shut up since she clearly didn't feel like talking when she suddenly stopped typing and looked up at me for a long 
moment as if deciding whether I was sincere or merely being a prick. Then she said: 'Funny you should say that. I 
decided this afternoon to break off the engagement.'

Her eyes moistened but she held back her emotion with a determination that had facial muscles twitching. She 
resumed her interaction with the computer and slapped sticky tags on my bag before handing me my check-in pass and 
ticket.

'Thank you for caring,' she said very softly. And then in that formal voice that was back to the androgynous tone 
airlines seem to insist on: 'You've been upgraded to Business Class, Mr James. I do hope you enjoy your flight.' The 
look she gave me was wan, I have to confess, but there was also a depth of meaning in her eyes that said: thank you. I 
gently touched the back of her hand and offered my return thanks. Clutching my ticket and boarding pass in one hand, 
I hefted my briefcase with the other and swung away to vacate the counter for the next in line but at the last moment 
swivelled back and whispered: 'You're gorgeous. You really do deserve the best. Never accept anything less. Thank 
you again.'

This time I could see that she was unable to hold back the tears and she leaned under the counter-top as the person 
behind me pushed up to get her seat allocation. A mantle of guilt settled on me as I strode away to Customs but I was 
not sure I was in the wrong. I hadn't sought an upgrade. Nor mentioned anything other than asking for a window seat. 
True, I had deliberately engaged her in the hope of securing what I wanted but what I'd said just reflected my genuine 
feelings. She was very attractive and clearly her boyfriend/fiancé/whatever was a dickhead because she'd already 
decided to ditch him. I had stumbled across a sore point but hadn’t created the problem. Guilt shuffled annoyingly 
around my subconscious  but I successfully suppressed it by focusing on my good fortune. I was about to travel 
Business Class! You bloody ripper. I felt like whooping for joy at my unexpected good luck. Hopefully it was a 
portent for the remainder of the trip. I bounded down the stairs to Customs beaming as if I had just won the lottery. 
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The staff there were much more subdued than those upstairs, perhaps reflecting their more serious responsibilities, and 
I got through without so much as a friendly smile. No matter. Nothing could dim my optimism now.

My boarding pass told me I was entitled to enjoy the Raffles Lounge and I strode towards it with a real spring in my 
gait. The desk attendant checked my pass and waved me through. I found few passengers inside, no doubt due to the 
lateness of the flight, so I selected a tucked-away corner seat and sized-up what was on offer. A free newspaper for 
starters. Then there was the bar. A variety of delicious snacks were spread out but the bulk of the space was given-over 
to alcohol. There were fridges full of mouth-watering beers, wines and a dozen or more nearly full bottles of spirits. A 
piss-pot's paradise. I jumped in gleefully and loaded a tumbler with lots of ice and almost as much Cointreau. Hey, 
never look a gift horse in the mouth. And those who say air travel should be made more comfortable by constantly 
sipping water deserve to stay at home. I would betray my manhood by not taking advantage of the airline's desire to 
keep me happy. It would be churlish to refuse. As I lounged back and pondered my luck I felt that if things could 
actually get better than this it was beyond my capacity to imagine how. Polishing off my first round I wandered back 
to pour a cup of coffee when a familiar voice made me stop in my tracks. Colin Porter!

'Jimmy,' he boomed, 'what are you doing in here?' As if he owned the place and I was an interloper. 'We didn't pay 
business class for you, did we?'

Jesus, pal, why don't you shout it from the rooftops? Is there anybody who didn't hear you? But I bit my tongue and 
smiled deferentially at him.

'I was fortunate enough to secure an upgrade, Mr Mayor. I naturally would have offered to swap seats with you but I 
assume you're not flying cattle class like the rest of the delegation?'

His eyes narrowed and you could tell he was ready to slap me down for taking the piss but I'd kept my face deadpan 
and he really wasn't sure if I was being utterly naïve or a wind-up merchant.

'What a pleasure it is to have your company,' I continued.

Again he shot me a withering glance but then came a forced laugh and he said: 'You're a funny man, Jimmy. Really, 
really funny.' And he meant that as much as if he'd said Cr Steve Patterson was a great bloke. I fussed with the coffee 
while he threw his carry-on baggage down beside mine. 'Would you like a coffee or a drink?' I asked. He was, after all, 
the boss so sticking it up him would surely prove counter-productive. Besides, I can brown-nose with the best of them 
and it's water off a duck's back to me. Being deferential to my supposed superiors carried no significance. 

'A whisky and water, if you don't mind. I'll just take a pee.'

Thinking it could be a long night, I helped myself to another over-sized Cointreau and was sipping it when he 
returned. 

'Anyone else joining us up front,' I asked.

'Yes, Geraldine should be along soon. And that prick Patterson,' he spat.
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My heart soared at Geraldine's name but plummeted with Patterson. Bugger! As I was absorbing this, I looked up to 
see Rafe Swinburne striding towards us. He was accompanied by Geraldine so we pulled up another couple of chairs 
to accommodate them. They were making themselves at home by grabbing some goodies, when along came Cr 
Patterson. Christ, I thought, now there'll be fireworks but I was astonished to watch everyone being as polite as pie to 
each other. A bystander would have thought Patterson and Porter were good mates. I think my consternation must 
have been showing for I caught Gerry suppressing a sly grin as she turned away from watching me. Oh, what the hell, 
I thought. The next hour unfolded as one of delightfully pleasant and stimulating conversation in which the mayor and 
his adversary behaved like bosom buddies. Politics has always been a playground for the two-faced but these men 
gave it entirely new meaning.

It all reminded me of nothing so much as Sir David Attenborough recounting in that unique vocal style of his a tale of 
two scorpions (or somesuch) circling each other in an attempt to inflict a deadly sting but if it fails, then wandering off 
benignly as if no harm done. Similarly, anyone stumbling across Porter and Patterson in this airline lounge and not 
knowing how much they hated each other would be tempted to think they were great mates. Despite having spent 
years in politics and knowing just how duplicitous its practitioners can be I was still flummoxed by the quality of the 
charade being played out by these two men. That they could be quite so deceitful stunned me. So, when I saw 
Geraldine get up to grab a snack, I rapidly took off after her.

'What's going on?' I questioned in a hushed tone that would not carry back to the circle.

'What do you mean?' she responded innocently but then looked at me and her sparkling eyes betrayed that she knew 
exactly what I was asking.

'How can they be so civil to each other? I mean it's like they're bloody best mates!'

'So?'

'Oh, come on, Geraldine. Stop being a smartarse. You and I both know they hate each other but they're behaving like 
family at a christening. It's pathetic.'

'Oh dear. Jimmy, you can’t be that naïve.'

'But I'm not,' I spluttered indignantly in protest. 'They want to kill each other.'

'Yes, but there are outsiders present.  Not only that but a voter.'

'You mean, Rafe?'

'He's a Raleigh resident, isn't he?'

'Yes, but . . . '
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I could sense where she was heading but didn't want to accept what she was going to say.

'Well . . . voters hate politicians being at each other's throats. They want them to be civilised and pleasant - getting on 
with the job and not wasting time on character assassination.'

'But . . . '

'Jimmy,' she said commandingly. 'It's like when a guy wants to have sex. He'll say or do anything to get a woman to 
open her legs. Anything goes - in his mind. All is fair in love and war. That's just the way it is in politics, mate. I had 
no idea you were this naïve.'

'Will you stop that? You make me sound like I'm a schoolkid.'

'Well?'

'Oh, just forget it.' And I stomped off petulantly knowing that I was making a big mistake. Women hate petulant guys. 
They're like babies and I knew with gut-wrenching certainty that this was just what Geraldine was thinking about me 
right now. Damn! Had it been anybody else, I would have kept going but Gerry was special and I didn't want her 
thinking I was a dickhead. So, as a flush of embarrassment suffused my cheeks I turned back to her and forced myself 
to say: I'm sorry. Feeling like a kid cowering outside the headmaster's office waiting for punishment to be dispensed I 
just wanted a hole to open up and swallow me. I was about to turn away again when Geraldine quickly leaned forward 
and gave me a kiss on the cheek. 

'Thank you, ' she said. 'I appreciate that.'

Now my cheeks were burning brightly but I had only taken two steps back towards the group when I felt a distinct 
pinch on my bum. It was so unexpected that I gasped which attracted everyone's attention. Knowing that I could 
embarrass Geraldine if I didn't cover, I pretended I had nearly tripped on the carpet but recovered without spilling my 
drink. Gerry moved sideways and distanced herself nicely as if she had no involvement. After I'd been seated for a 
while and regathered my equilibrium, I looked up to find her giving me a sly but delicious wink. Immediately, I felt 
my cheeks begin to colour again but was saved from further distress by the attendant stopping at our table to tell us it 
was boarding time and would we make our way to Gate 57.

Everyone stood and fumbled with their belongings while several decided to rush off for a final loo visit. It was clear 
that even Business Class passengers realise how flying - even at the pointy end - lacks the creature comforts of home.

It was quite a long hike down to the far end of the terminal and I could see the remainder of our group gathered around 
Sally Ferguson who was rattling off some last minute details. As she spotted me, she gave me a look that could have 
frozen water. I wondered how or why I was in trouble but didn't have to wait long to find out.

'Where have you been?' she hissed venomously. 'I thought you were about to miss the bloody flight.'
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'Shit, I'm sorry. I got an upgrade to Business Class and wandered into the lounge. Sorry, I never gave a moment's 
thought to rendezvousing with you guys. Geez, I'm sorry.'

'I had expected better of you, Jimmy. You'd better not do that again on this trip or I'll take great pleasure in leaving you 
behind.' She flounced off to discuss something else with Brendan Carpenter, the PC nerd. Or software programmer, I 
should say. Christ, in the space of just five minutes I had managed to upset two of my strongest supporters. What the 
hell was happening? At least I seemed to have repaired things quickly with Gerry but Sally was going to take a while 
longer, I realised, especially since she was still in cattle class. I briefly flirted with the idea of giving her my seat but 
decided that would be taking chivalry to a quite unjustified level. If we were partners, perhaps, but not as things stood. 
A queue began to file past the ground attendants and I shuffled through as well, checking that my seat allocation was 
6H. On boarding I was ushered to the right hand side of the aircraft, a Boeing 777. Taking my book, glasses and laptop 
from my briefcase and stuffing them into the seat pocket, I slung my bag up into the overhead locker and flopped into 
the luxuriously padded armchair that was my Business Class seat. It felt great. 

I was just settling in when a smartly-dressed executive type who looked like a Singaporean lowered himself into the 
seat beside me. We exchanged brief hello's and subsided into silence. At that moment, Geraldine came along and took 
the seat over the aisle from us and offered me a cheery wish for a pleasant flight. Recognising that we were apparently 
close acquaintances, the Singaporean asked if we would like to be seated together. I suspect my face spoke for me but 
I held my tongue to see if Geraldine was amenable too. She said that would be lovely and shook the man's hand and 
gave him a smile that could have been described as sexual harassment under other circumstances. He clearly felt it was 
adequate recompense for his generosity for there was no mistaking the wistful look in his eyes as he cast them over 
Geraldine. I couldn’t help but shake my head. She simply had this power over men that had them eating out of her 
hand. And seemingly did it effortlessly. Christ, the power of good looks.

Now I was really riding on Cloud Nine. Cosseted in a veritable armchair in the luxury cabin of an ultra-modern jet 
with a gorgeous woman making herself at home alongside me. You wouldn't be dead for quids. Then a thoroughly 
charming flight attendant offered me a deliciously chilled flute of champagne and I nearly swooned at how good life 
could be. And to think that some people don’t even appreciate living this well. They take it for granted and think 
nothing of it. They should be shot. I came back to earth - well, almost - as Geraldine leaned over and clinked her glass 
against mine and toasted a fabulous trip together. For once, I dared not even express my feelings so I just smiled 
graciously and sipped deeply. She was in a chatty mood and we swapped gossip and pleasantries while the crew 
ushered the inevitable latecomers to their seats and finalised things for departure. If I had died there and then, I would 
have been truly happy. But there was some more icing to be added to my cake for Gerry decided she wanted to see out 
my window and leaned across me to get a view. In doing so, her scallop-necked blouse gaped open, revealing two 
magnificent breasts barely encased in a shimmering aquamarine bra. Honestly, I did try valiantly not to gawp but I'm 
only human and, well, they were nearly in my lap. As she craned her neck this way and that to see whatever it was that 
had taken her fancy, I realised that things were happening downstairs, so to speak. My loins were stirring  - and very 
rapidly. Despite 'my mate' being caught up in the folds of my undies, the blood flow would not stop and I feared it 
might snap. I dared not rearrange myself though. Not with Geraldine still hovering just above it. At last she sat back 
and gave me a truly wicked grin as she said: 'Great view, eh?' and pointed out the window. Flustered, I relished the 
chance to peer eagerly through the glass but could see nothing of any interest. She had to be winding me up. But as I 
turned back, she was reclining comfortably in her seat, her face serenely composed and flicking through the in-flight 
entertainment guide. I could not wait any longer to release the pressure in my lap and crossed my legs to try and 
disguise a rapid clutch at my groin to create more room. I could have sworn I heard the slightest snort of derision but 
dared not look at her. My mind kept replaying the size, shape and silkiness of her breasts as I pondered if it had been 
accidental. Part of me couldn’t accept that she would be so brazen. While Gerry was sensuality on legs she never 
flaunted her assets unlike quite a lot of other women staff at Raleigh Council, especially younger ones I'd noticed, who 
favoured low necklines. She was no fool either and had to know I was getting an eyeful as she leaned over me. Didn't 
she? Or was it a genuine mistake?  Then again, Geraldine Pascoe never did anything without a purpose. That was what 
made her such a force to be reckoned with. She was always thinking about the consequences of any course of action. It 
was why Mayor Porter valued her more highly than his left testicle - as I had once heard him say. So, she knew damn 
well she was exposing herself to me. Why, then? Did she like me? Or did she just want to tease me? I had no way of 
knowing and no way I could think of to find out.
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By now the cabin doors had been armed and the jet was being pushed back from the terminal to begin its taxi to the 
main runway. As it lumbered slowly along through the dark, I finally felt able to resume conversation with my 
companion. The blood flow to my groin had receded and my guilt was similarly in recess. We discussed the menu 
which was mouth-watering in itself as the airline made a printed promise that it would do anything it could to make 
our flight as enjoyable as possible. We had both agreed on the lobster meat with seasonal vegetables julienned when 
the plane came to a halt and the engines revved in preparation for take-off. Suddenly the brakes were released and we 
began to trundle forward gathering momentum quickly. I was looking out the window at the far-off lights of the 
terminal when Geraldine clasped my hand. I turned in stunned surprise to find her snuggling into my shoulder. 

'I always get nervous at this point. Love flying but hate take-offs. Hope you don’t mind?'

'For you, anything,' I said in what I hoped was my most manly voice but the soppiness she must have seen in my eyes -
for she was looking directly into them - would have given her the lie to my supposedly tough exterior. I was gone -
completely, utterly and irredeemably - and there was no way she did not know. She squeezed my hand and said with a 
throaty laugh: 'My knight in shining armour.' A lump in my own throat prevented me responding. Not that I could 
think of anything sensible to say. So I just melted into a moist pool of sheer contentment.

Once we were fully airborne and the seat belt signs had flicked off - accompanied by the pilot suggesting that for our 
own safety we kept them fastened at all times anyway - Geraldine gave me a tender smile and sat back into her own 
seat. No sooner had she done so than I saw Cr Steve Patterson rise from his seat on the far side of the plane and make 
his way to the loo. I craned my neck to spot Colin Porter and saw him in the middle of the front row in splendid 
isolation. Clearly, mayors get special treatment. Rafe, I noticed, was behind us and already had his sleeping mask on. 
A real party animal, that one.

Our flight attendant was back, serving us another flute of champagne though Geraldine said that would be her last. She 
was enjoying the occasion but didn’t want to arrive in Singapore feeling like something the cat had dragged in. 
Though I paid lip service to her sensibility I had no such qualms myself. The bubbly was real French sparkles and it 
tasted great. And I was in such a buoyant mood that I felt I could step outside the aircraft and race it to Singapore. 
Perhaps that's why they have warnings on bottles these days about the advisability of moderate consumption of 
alcohol. Bugger that. I was feeling no pain and could see no reason to stop having fun. Just before our meals arrived, 
Geraldine slipped out and went to check on the Mayor. It prompted me to think about paying a courtesy call on Cr 
Patterson but I really didn't want to. Still, a voice inside my head said that I was having this much fun because I was Cr 
Patterson's flunky and perhaps if I sucked-up I might get to do it again one day. I rose from my seat and made my way 
- a trifle unsteadily I have to confess - across to where Steve was sitting. He, too, had no-one alongside him so I sat 
and asked how he was enjoying things so far.

'Ah, Jimmy, now there's the thing,' he said in a bantering tone that raised my hackles. 'I'm actually focused on 
preparing myself for our first meeting when we arrive in Shanghai.'

I felt like saying: You're a dickhead, pal, get a life. But I refrained.

Then he said: 'One never enjoys oneself when one is utilising ratepayer funds, Jimmy. One maintains an absolute 
commitment to how you can best serve their interests - no matter what the circumstances.'
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I must have looked like I wanted to be ill but he saw my expression and then stunned me by bursting into laughter and 
said, while patting me on the arm: 'Jimmy, Jimmy. It's not that you don't have a good time. You just never admit to it. I 
must catch my movie, now. I'll see you in Singapore.'

As I beat a bewildered path back to my own seat I thought: You rotten bloody fraud. You're loving all this and yet you 
pretend to be appalled because the mayor had the temerity to actually stand up and be counted. You two-faced prick.

I huffed and puffed along these lines to Geraldine as we were served our meals and she merely told me to calm down 
and get a life. If I ever met a politician that I thought was not two-faced, I was simply making a mistake. Build a 
bridge and get over it, she commanded. My moral outrage subsided as quickly as it had arisen and I sank back into 
relishing the wonderful things that kept happening to me. Mind you, with another glass of bubbly under my belt, I 
think I fell asleep before sweets were served. Just as well. I didn't need any more calories. 

I woke numerous times during the night and gratefully accepted glasses of water from the ever-present attendants. No 
matter how comfortable the seats in Business Class are, sleeping on aircraft is not one of life's most enjoyable 
experiences. Way better than cattle class, admittedly, but still a long, long way from ideal. So it was that I was happy 
to see the first rays of the morning sun creep up across the horizon. I managed to step across Gerry without disturbing 
her and made my way to the loo to refresh myself. Now, though, that fine French champagne tasted like cat's piss and 
my head was telling me I was a fool. I had no strength to argue but just kept sluicing my face in the hope it would 
help. It kind of did but it was only after we had been served breakfast and I had two cups of coffee that I really 
regained my equilibrium. Geraldine was happy but subdued and there was no trace of the playfulness she had 
displayed at take-off. Oh, well: back to business mode. 

And that was where her head was at for, as I removed my possessions from the seat back in front of me, I saw 
Geraldine go up to the Singaporean guy across the aisle who had swapped seats. She gave him a business card, smiled 
as if she wished to lay him there and then in the aisle and said that - while it was a long shot - should there be anything 
he needed in Raleigh, merely to give her a call and she would see what she could do. Thank you for surrendering your 
seat, she gushed, it was SO gentlemanly. The poor bastard would probably never sit in his allocated seat ever again: 
always giving it up it in the hope of getting mentally laid by some ravishing woman who had no shame. It could have 
been a lesson for me but I was so infatuated I was ready to hold the guy's head under water for an hour while stressing 
that he should never look sideways again at MY woman. Ah, the foolishness of the besotted. We men are such 
suckers.

So it was that we trudged off the aircraft just after 8.00 in the morning, Singapore time. We had been aloft for about 
eight hours though it felt like twice that. The others from Business Class followed Colin Porter in search of the Raffles' 
Lounge but I wanted to mend bridges with Sally Ferguson so I waited until she and the others made it into the 
terminal. I asked if there was anything I could do to help and she seemed genuinely chuffed that I had made the effort. 
However, she said there was nothing I could do so they would just wander through the vast array of duty free stores 
while waiting the hour and a half before boarding the next leg of our journey into Shanghai. Relieved of any perceived 
responsibility I hastened after the others and clambered up the escalator to the Raffles Lounge. The bloody thing was 
huge and more like an upmarket hotel smorgasbord than anything else. Rafe was minding a bunch of seats and 
baggage while the rest were freshening up. I was eager to wash off the flight myself but felt it would be rude to walk 
out on him so I stayed and made small talk until they returned. After the breakfast on the plane, I was not at all hungry 
so I simply grabbed an Aussie paper - yesterday's not surprisingly - until it was time to head back down the concourse 
for our next flight. Fortunately, this one would only take just over five hours and we would land in Shanghai around 
half past one. It couldn’t come quickly enough.
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Chapter Eight

Now, for the real thing

My incredible run of good fortune came to a crashing halt as I glanced at my boarding pass while bustling along the 
seemingly never-ending terminals of Changi International Airport. It came as a shock to see that I was now seated way 
back in Row 26 for the leg to Shanghai. No more high life for me - I was consigned to cattle class. Still, it had been a 
wonderful taste of luxury on the way up here and I was grateful to have had the experience. I was sadder at losing my 
proximity to Geraldine than anything else but such is life. I hefted my briefcase to my other hand - it weighed a tonne 
with my laptop, spare battery and charger, along with my books and other stuff - and threatened to drag my arm out of 
its socket. Still, knowing that I would be sitting on my backside for the next six hours or so, I strove to get as much 
exercise as possible. Deep vein thrombosis and other potential problems don’t bother me in the slightest - I just like to 
exercise and was missing my usual morning routine of a long bike ride followed by a swim. It gave me great 
satisfaction to match pace with - and even beat - the bulk of passengers who rode the travelators. No wonder the world 
has a problem with obesity. Everyone wants to take the easy way out these days. Even walking seems to be a real 
chore for most people. How can that be? It is the most basic human exercise and now we shun it. I must confess to 
being a devout adherent of the use-it-or-lose-it philosophy, believing that comprehensive and sustained exercise, both 
mental and physical, is the only way to retain a sound mind in a healthy body. Being a glutton for punishment also 
helps immeasurably. This was instilled into me by the Christian Brothers who had schooled me many, many years ago. 
In addition to the guilt complex their Catholic religion fostered, they also practised a spare-the-rod-and-spoil-the-child 
mentality. They liked to toughen-up their young charges and I had suffered many beatings with straps, canes and other 
instruments of violence during the years they taught me reading, writing and arithmetic. Thus, while many transit 
passengers appeared unable to even take a few steps along the moving travelators, I strode briskly and perhaps 
pompously along the clean carpet with my chest puffed out and an attitude of supreme self-confidence. I knew I 
glowed with fitness and vitality and loved it. Eat your hearts out, suckers, I muttered under my breath at weary 
travellers who looked askance at my striding gait.

When I finally made it to Gate Lounge E 43, it was a relief to put down that bloody briefcase though I pretended 
otherwise. Spotting Sally Ferguson ahead of me I smiled and indicated I would catch-up with her once through the 
preliminary ticket check. She laughed on the other side when I confided I was now reduced to travelling cattle class 
with her and the rest of the group. 

'Don't expect sympathy, dear boy, because you'll get none from me,' she harrumphed, albeit I judged that her bark was 
worse than her bite. As it turned out she was in the same row as me but there was another seat between us. Fortunately, 
I still had my preference of a window seat. As the announcement was made for us to board it was my turn this time to 
watch as Geraldine and the others made their way onto the aircraft first. It was a shame but no great deal, really. 
Except that Sally nudged me in the ribs and said: 'Don't look so distressed, Jimmy, you'll find we're quite nice people 
down the back.' My mouth flapped open as I prepared to defend myself against this slur but bit my tongue as she 
laughed and I realised that, of course, she was just winding me up. 

'Very bloody funny, smarty pants.'

'Well, I can see that you managed to hone your rhetorical skills while up front.' She smiled wickedly but I refrained 
from biting. Sometimes it's better to just call it quits. 
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The flight was uneventful, though cramped. We had a gentleman of, shall we say, ample girth sandwiched between us 
which restricted our capacity to interact so it was a quiet trip. The buffoon could tell we were acquaintances but made 
no offer to move and let us sit together. He could even have had the aisle seat but no. Dickwit! 

The food was pleasant but nothing like the lobster meat on offer up front and certainly no French champagne. Perhaps 
it was boredom with the bourgeois life that enabled me to sneak-in a long nap which was great because I hadn’t slept 
much on the night flight. Just hoped I didn't snore though nobody complained, thank heavens. 

I was really excited now, wondering just what China would be like. I knew that Shanghai was by some measures the 
largest city in the world with a population of well over ten million which swelled by another four million itinerant 
workers each day. Given the entire population of Australia is only twenty million and our largest city Sydney has 
about four million people, I could not comprehend what that many people in one place would be like. I was about to 
find out.

Landing at Shanghai Pu Dong Airport was much like anywhere else. We came in over water, passing by a stunningly 
long and elegant causeway bridge and then black tarmac and vast terminal buildings. A surprise lay in store at 
Customs. Now it was we who were the second-class foreign visitors who had to undergo extra checks for fear we 
might pose a threat to the Chinese state. Still, the scrutiny of the Immigration staff was, while very diligent and a quite 
sober experience, hardly a problem. You felt that being scrutinised by officialdom was second nature to these people 
but, once accepted, simply an unremarkable routine. None of us was hauled off to face interrogation nor were any of 
us sidelined for body searches. It was, in fact, all very civilised. And why had I expected anything else? Mere 
insecurity. Out of my comfort zone and somewhat paranoid as a consequence. Pathetic, perhaps, but no less real for 
that.

Then came the scramble for luggage. The baggage carousels were huge and in proportion to the crowds thronging 
around them. Highly efficient, however, and we were soon pushing our luggage-laden trolleys out into the concourse. 
Wow! Instantly the reality of China's 1.3 billion population was thrust in our face. At first glance, most of them 
seemed to have fled their provincial homes and set up camp in the terminal. A seething, jostling, cacophony hammered 
home our strangeness. We were the objects of curiosity. We were the different ones. We stood out in the crowd. Not 
that they really cared much about us. We weren't that different; just objects of passing curiosity. Shanghai, after all, is 
an international city and westerners are hardly rare. Still, we attracted many curious glances as masses of Chinese 
citizens drifted by, gabbling in a defining raucous volubility. Aussies drawl and the Chinese gabble. Or so it seems to 
the unfamiliar ear. Their cadence is high-pitched and their conversations sound quite urgent. I probably had the bull by 
the horns but that's how it sounded to me.  

It is always a salutary experience to be in the minority. Perhaps not pleasant, but educative. Unless you are arrogant 
you lose the bolster of numerical superiority. Suddenly you are playing on their turf. The home ground advantage is 
lost and you must apply all your nous to maintain parity. Feeling somewhat overwhelmed and insecure - hey, many 
people think Jimmy James is fearless but that's not the case. Lots of things scare me. I have issues, okay? But I'm not 
going into them now. Suffice to say that despite the comforting presence of my fellow travellers it was a thrill to hear 
the name Raleigh being uttered in unmistakeable English. Hard to tell where it came from because all the Chinese 
surrounding us looked the same to me! Still, the added: 'Hi guys, welcome to Shanghai', was a delightful sound. 
Eventually I worked out that the words came from two attractive young Chinese women who held a small placard that 
read: Raleigh. Mayor Porter was either thrust forward or jostled his own way to the front to be introduced by the 
unflappable Geraldine who seemed to magically be on top of the entire situation. As hasty introductions were made, I 
learned that these ladies were Helen and Michelle. They would be our guides while we were in Shanghai and if we 
would make our way to the exit doors we would find our transport and be on the way to our hotel. 
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Out in the mildly cool air outside (it was nearing the end of autumn), the most noticeable difference was bustle. Gone 
was the laid-back languor which characterises so much of Australia. In its place was a static electricity that seemed to 
infuse everyone with an extra vitality. Like atomic particles under a powerful microscope during a chemical reaction, 
the Chinese seemed like excited electrons buzzing around seeking new compounds to form. 

There was also a hubbub of general background noise suffusing the surroundings. Lots of cars tooting, lots of people 
gabbling, lots of planes landing and taking off. I guess lots of people make lots of noise. They also wear things out. 
The Pu Dong terminal was clean but a bit shabby. Hardly surprising, I supposed, given the millions upon millions of 
people who had poured through it over the years. That many people leave a mark. And the Chinese love to smoke. 
Puffing like bloody chimneys, they were. Nor did they care who they shared their toxic fumes with. We have become 
somewhat paranoid in western societies about the dangers of cigarette smoke but China clearly has not been subjected 
to mass fear campaigns in the name of public health. Either that or they are thoroughly self-centred and immune to 
government blandishments. 

Anyway, a cream Toyota Coaster mini bus pulled up and we started piling-in our luggage. Michelle and Helen 
supervised in between making a non-stop stream of mobile telephone calls. I swear General Stormin' Norman 
Schwarzkopf couldn’t have made more calls while organising Operation Desert Storm. Maybe the calls didn't relate to 
our travel arrangements? Maybe these young women just had lots of friends who needed to touch base with them 
constantly? Maybe it was a mix of both. Maybe young Chinese women were just as hung up on the need for constant 
connectedness as young western women. Not that it mattered much because we were now hurtling along a freeway 
towards the skyscraper skyline of downtown Shanghai. Us and a million or two other commuters. Nor was ours the 
only freeway. Oh no, not by a long shot! They criss-crossed everywhere and sometimes three layers high. Los 
Angeles, eat your heart out! These dudes might be a bunch of militaristic communists but that didn’t stop them 
understanding the mechanics of mass transit. Guess it made sense. If you've got millions upon millions of people in 
one comparatively small place you simply have no choice but to manage logistics well or the whole damn thing 
becomes a nightmare. 

It was a salutary lesson to ponder just how arrogant our attitudes are. Fed a constant diet of American pop culture -
propaganda? - via television and video, we tend to imagine that their way is best. But, worse than that, no-one else can 
do what the Yanks do. I was quickly learning that this notion was ridiculously wrong. There was evidence all around 
me that while China might lag behind the west in many aspects of development, anything they put their mind to do, 
they can do just as well or better than us. Jotting down notes in a dreadfully scrawly handwriting that matched the 
vehicle's jarring progress through peak hour traffic, I wrote: we underestimate them at our peril. But then thought just 
how arrogant and misguided that mindset might be. Simply because they were different didn't automatically make 
them a threat, did it? I had no valid answers at this stage but it occurred to me that the question needed a whole lot 
more consideration than it generally receives in western media. This is especially the case for Australia which has a 
closer relationship with China than most other nations. I'd been chewing the fat with Mayor Porter a few weeks earlier 
when he had floored me by revealing that Australia was the first nation to provide diplomatic recognition to China in 
1972. It was part of the Whitlam mania at that time for creating a bold new world but, three decades later, it was hard 
not to see it as a thoroughly enlightened initiative. In some respects we were now China's private quarry but while that 
has its drawbacks it still provides Australia with a massive revenue stream that imparts a good deal of prosperity for 
many of our people.

Shortly our freeway plunged us into the heart of Shanghai itself and what an experience it was. The architecture takes 
your breath away. The drab hand of socialism has never stifled the creative soul of the designers of this city. Bold, 
imaginative and exciting, it offers startling vistas in every direction. Many of the buildings could be considered 
masterpieces of design. And so many of them! All around the bus, members of the group were oohing and aahing and 
inviting others to have a look at some new wonder they had spotted from their particular window. It was amazing we 
didn't need chiropractic intervention, we twisted and craned our necks so much. We were giggling like schoolchildren 
and a buzz of excited enthusiasm washed through the group. Even perceived cynics like Councillors Porter and 
Patterson were caught up in the moment. All too quickly, it seemed, our bus pulled up into the forecourt of a hotel in a 
quiet tree-lined avenue that - a sea of Chinese faces notwithstanding - looked much as I imagined some of the streets in 
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Paris might. A green, leafy and decidedly trendy ambience. Wonderful! And all the time I'm trying to work out how 
this is the second city of the world's largest communist state: heartland of a nation that for decades, if not centuries, has 
regarded the West with suspicion and which still battles valiantly to repel the West's insidious influence? My initial 
impression is that this is a battle for the hearts and minds of a billion of earth's citizens which is rapidly being lost by 
their erstwhile rulers. So many questions, so few answers, especially as I was getting hurry-ups from the rest of the 
group as they made their way out of the bus.

The brass lettering on the hotel said it was the Regal International East Asia and a squad of liveried busboys swarmed 
to gather our luggage under their protective wings. Helen and Michelle herded us indoors and commenced negotiations 
at Reception, eventually leaving each of us to confirm our bookings and supply required data such as passport numbers 
and credit card details. It all happened slickly, though, and we were soon being directed to the lift lobby to inspect our 
accommodation. My room, as best I could tell, faced west and was on the eleventh floor. The view was great and I was 
astonished to see so many trees around. There were nearly as many trees as satellite dishes which made it akin to a 
tropical rainforest, trust me. They bristled all over buildings like a drunkard's whiskers on a Sunday morning. A quick 
scout around satisfied me that the room qualified as four or even five star accommodation. Very salubrious! I was 
indeed grateful to the ratepayers of Raleigh for their generosity. The room was large with a substantial desk that 
proudly offered plug-in internet connection. I retrieved my laptop from my briefcase and started reading the 
instructions but the lure of the bathroom dominated. I was about to inspect it when a discreet knock at the door caught 
my attention and I answered to find my luggage waiting for me. It was quickly and efficiently brought in and the 
young man flustered about to my consternation - as I was really starting to feel the need for relief (a long flight, you 
know) - until I realised he was hanging out for a tip. I scrabbled in my pocket and produced the only note I had: a one 
yuan note. Offering it to him, he glanced at it superciliously and shook his head before walking out imperiously and 
making me feel like a lousy cad. Mentally I deduced that the note was worth about 20 cents Australian and could 
perhaps see his point. Still, any lingering notion that these guys were not somehow masters of the capitalist system 
vanished there and then. My embarrassment heated up my cheeks but it quickly dissipated as I acquainted myself with 
the facilities. Very civilised. Feeling suddenly grotty after all those hours of travelling, I stripped and plunged under a 
superb hot, hot shower. It was glorious. When I'd finished and towelled-off, my watch told me I had another hour 
before we were due to rendezvous in the lobby.

Deciding to connect to the Internet, I found it surprisingly simple - I'm as useful as a manic depressive in a self-esteem 
class when it comes to technology - and was into the Google site in no time. Just to see if it was possible - now, don’t 
doubt my motives - I also found I could connect with my favourite free porn site, no probs at all. As the first bare 
breasts came up onto my screen, I felt a tremor of fear: what if Chinese security agents were tapping into my line? 
Could they trace my Internet movements? Would there be a sudden pounding on my door as security personnel rushed 
to arrest me before subjecting me to a show trial resulting in my conviction and eventual deportation in disgrace? Such 
thought processes may seem ridiculously paranoid but that's the thing about China, isn’t it? It's cloaked in mystery and 
remains almost enigmatically unknowable to outsiders. My media research before setting out on this adventure told me 
heaps about China's fantastic economic growth, the almost frightening pace of its development and the tendency to 
sabre-rattle with international foes, both real and perceived. Admittedly, magazines offered quite a lot about China's 
political system but everything left an impression that no-one other than the Chinese themselves had any real idea 
about how their system worked. Still, there were plenty of stories about crack-downs on internet users and the 
determination of China's rulers not to let pornography flourish as it has in the West. Even though I felt I was safe, I 
still erred on the side of caution and shut down the offending site and moved to the window to check the view more 
closely.

Half a block away there was a three-storey building which was obviously a barracks of some sort. There were military 
vans in the rear courtyard and numerous soldiers wandering around in green fatigues. It was a reminder that the power 
of the gun is still a prime factor in controlling this vast nation but it didn’t seem at all menacing. All around were 
pleasant tree-lined streets with lots of two-storey colonial style mansions. Scattered among them were numerous tall 
buildings but there was nothing that suggested this was China; it all looked pretty much like most other large cities. 
Glancing at my watch, I realised it was nearly time to meet in the lobby in preparation for our first business meeting. 
Retrieving a suit and shirt from the closet, I dressed formally because we'd been told we were to meet the Mayor of 
this part of Shanghai and I figured we should be putting our best foot forward.
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In the lobby, most of the group had gathered already and Michelle and Helen were herding us towards out the entrance 
doors and into the bus. The other guys were all in suits, too. Even swishy Kelvin had forsaken his canvas plimsolls and 
looked almost straight in his black patent leather shoes. The bright pink tie and matching pocket kerchief gave the lie 
to that but at least it was not 'screaming queen' gear. I had to suppress a smile as I noticed that Jodie Parsons was once 
again riding shotgun on Sally Ferguson. She seemed to have placed herself at Sally's disposal and was manhandling a 
large black suitcase into the bus. It contained an array of corporate gifts for all of our business meetings as Sally had 
said this was an important business custom for the Chinese. Despite her tiny stature, Jodie was more than a match for 
the case and managed it with ease. She, too, had forsaken her favourite short shorts and now sported attractive slacks 
and somewhat mannish leather shoes topped by a knitted polo shirt. She was the most casual of all of us but her deep 
tan spoke very clearly that she was an outdoors person and her general vitality was unmistakeable so I figured the 
Chinese would readily guess that dressing-up was not her go. Steve Patterson was the last to join us and looked 
immaculate as usual in a navy pinstripe double-breasted suit with deep side vents that accentuated his slender 
physique. Apologising for his lateness he quickly settled in to one of the back seats. As the bus took off, Sally rose to 
address us. 

'Tonight we're meeting with the Mayor of Xuhui District, Dr Jiang Xie. I'm told he speaks English very well but will 
probably stick to Chinese. He has visited Australia several times and apparently likes it very much. Before becoming 
Mayor he was a university lecturer and he has a doctorate in economics. We're not quite sure what other officials will 
be attending this evening so please leave the business discussions to the Mayor and Cr Patterson. I think we are going 
to have a special business briefing tomorrow to discuss potential trade opportunities with our business delegates.' 

Michelle and Helen both nodded at this suggestion.

'After our formal introductory talks I understand we are moving to a hotel for dinner which I'm really looking forward 
to. Any questions?'

There were none so she resumed her seat and we continued on our way. The late afternoon traffic was hectic and 
complicated by untold numbers of bicycles that skittered in and out of the cars with a seemingly scant regard for life or 
limb. It all seemed chaotic but worked surprisingly well, albeit there were many times when our bus stormed out into 
oncoming traffic only to duck back in to the correct side just when it seemed a collision was unavoidable. The driver's 
antics would have caused mayhem in Australia but here no-one seemed to take offence and it was very much a case of 
live and let live. Very tolerant and easy-going was the impression we gained of Chinese traffic manners.

Suddenly we pulled into the forecourt of an imposing four or five storey grey granite colonial style edifice that we 
were quickly told was the Xuhui District government offices. A number of officials were scurrying around in the 
gathering darkness, herding cars out of the road and creating a parking space for us at the foot of broad terraced stairs 
leading to an imposing entrance foyer. A sense of mild excitement swept through us as we prepared for our very first 
encounter with senior Chinese officialdom. We were escorted into the building and off to one side to the lifts. They 
were being held in readiness for us. Then, by a process I didn't see and could hardly credit, the Mayor was ushered into 
one with Helen and the rest of us were politely kept at bay. Class distinction was obviously important here. The 
interesting aspect was that Cr Patterson was alongside the Mayor at the lift but he was politely but firmly kept out by 
the scurrying Chinese officials who were all smiles but determined to do things their way. The look on Patterson's face 
was priceless. In an instant, rage suffused his features as he realised he was being forced to play second-fiddle but by 
sheer force of will he imposed calm and the redness dissipated. He was first guest into the next lift and was followed 
by Geraldine, Sally and a couple of the others. The rest of us cooled our heels but not for long as the first lift returned
and we piled in, eager to find what awaited us. 
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As the doors opened, we found ourselves in a pleasant but not opulent reception area and were quickly whisked along 
to an imposing formal meeting space, about twenty metres long and ten wide, populated by plush leather couches 
down both sides and a series of large coffee tables in the middle. The Mayor was seated at the right hand of a beaming 
and handsome Chinese man who was almost certainly Jiang Xie. His clothing was every bit as urbane as Steve 
Patterson's. While we settled ourselves into the delightful comfort of the lounges, a young woman came around and 
offered us hot towels to wipe our hands and faces. It was unexpected but very pleasant. Then another staff member 
came along and poured each of us a steaming mug of green tea. There were bowls of apples and bananas in the middle 
of the tables but they didn't look as though they were for actual eating. Suddenly, the Chinese Mayor began speaking 
and welcomed us in perfect English. He said he was delighted to be able to greet us and thanked us for visiting his 
district. Then he apologised and said he would revert to his native tongue because his English was not good enough. 
Crap, I thought. He sounded as though he could win a debating honour at Oxford but, hey, this was his turf and he was 
entitled to play it however he chose.

Helen translated as he spoke and described to us the District of Xuhui, one of fourteen enclaves that comprised the vast 
metropolis of Shanghai. With a population of somewhat more than a million people, Xuhui was more than three times 
the size of Raleigh. It was adjacent to the Central Business District of the city and was widely known as the old French 
quarter. Just when the snail-eaters had had a presence in China was not mentioned. Dr Xie (pronounced Zhay) 
emphasised that Xuhui (Shoe-way) was a transport hub for the city and was developing a reputation as a centre for 
high technology and commerce. Environmental management was a key priority for Shanghai and any Western 
assistance in helping improve waste collection, water treatment and pollution control would be most welcome. He 
rattled off the number of schools, the area of the district and a swag of other statistics that had me writing furiously 
until Michelle sidled up behind my seat and whispered that all these details would be made available to me in a DVD 
once the meeting was over. I gave her a smile of pure gratitude and mouthed Thank You as she slipped back into 
obscurity.

Then it was Mayor Porter's turn to get into some salesmanship and I was quite intrigued to see how he would handle it. 

'Never did I think I would find a place prettier than Raleigh,' he started, 'but Xuhui has stolen my heart already.'

This brought a gleeful grin to the face of Dr Xie and he nodded an acknowledgement of the compliment paid by Colin 
Porter. 

'Raleigh is the fourth largest city in the Sunshine State of Australia: Queensland. We are a small player by your 
standards but still we play an important role in our region. Our city is not an economic powerhouse. Indeed, our 
manufacturing base is small. But that means we do not have to contend with the pollution that so often accompanies 
manufacturing. Our city is blessed with clean skies, lush rainforest and sparkling beaches. Tourism is our major 
industry. Raleigh plays host to more than 300,000 tourists every year and we have won our state's Tidy Towns contest 
three times.'

Helen the translator nearly choked on this, not having any idea what the Chinese equivalent of Tidy Towns was. But, 
with a dozen people offering suggestions, she soon got over the hiccup

The mayor went on to list the number of schools, hospitals and aged care facilities in the city as well as giving a 
rundown on the living standards enjoyed by its residents. It was a quality performance and we were all impressed 
when he concluded to polite applause from both sides. Then he surprised me by offering the floor to Cr Patterson. The 
depth of their antipathy was such that I had figured Porter would never let his enemy get a chance to open his mouth 
but here he was being as nice as pie. Not that Steve seemed in any way surprised. He thanked the Mayor formally and 
proceeded to give a brief exposition on Raleigh's outstanding competencies in waste and water management. The city, 
he said, was a regional if not national leader in these fields.  It was well-versed in rolling-out infrastructure and utilised 
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global best practice in sewerage treatment and water quality maintenance. All of this was news to me and, from the 
somewhat agog expressions on the rest of the group, to them, too. Cr Patterson ended by saying Raleigh would be 
delighted to assist Xuhui in any way it could. 

At that point, Dr Xie asked our mayor if he would introduce the rest of the delegation. This resulted in a quick 
handpass to Sally Ferguson who rose and did the honours with great professionalism. I was last cab off the rank and 
was described as a media specialist with Raleigh City Council. It could have meant anything, I guessed and certainly it 
did not seem to raise any eyebrows on the Chinese side. Suddenly, Dr Xie stood and, from seemingly nowhere, a large 
and lavishly-wrapped parcel appeared in his hands as he leaned forward to shake the hand of Mayor Porter and give 
him the gift. Geraldine helped him unwrap it and we all gasped our surprise when he turned to show us a magnificent 
deep gilt frame about sixty centimetres square that housed a glittering gold filigree dragon backed by black velvet and 
surrounded by ruby red Chinese characters telling some kind of story. It was a stunner, no two ways about it, and 
Mayor Porter looked suitably impressed as did the rest of our group. Rapidly I glanced at Sally wondering how she 
could possibly match this generosity. Her face betrayed none of the concern I half expected as she leaned down behind 
the Mayor's chair and retrieved a very long, thick package. It was well over a metre and a half long and perhaps thirty 
centimetres wide. Even Dr Xie was a little nonplussed to see what this might be. I leaned forward in my seat because I 
was quite intrigued. I hadn't even seen this thing coming into the building with us. Dr Xie's staff made short work of 
the wrapping paper to reveal a stunning, polished wooden case with gold latches. The Xuhui Mayor flipped them to 
open the lid and reveal two long aboriginal spears, either side of a boomerang. It looked extraordinary and there was 
no doubt it came up trumps. Dr Xie pumped Colin Porter's hand enthusiastically and there was no mistaking the flush 
of pleasure that suffused his cheeks. Still, there were more formalities to be undertaken and the case was laid aside as 
he moved down both sides of the room handing out large heavy string-handled paper bags to each of us. As he shook 
my hand, I was stunned to hear him say quietly but with an irrepressible gleam in his eyes: 'A media specialist, eh? 
Perhaps you can teach me a few tricks before you leave?' 

The guy didn't miss a bloody trick! He was as sharp as a tack and my respect for him soared. I managed to mumble: 
'Anything I can do to help would be my pleasure, Mr Mayor.'

Then Helen announced that we would be boarding the bus again to travel to our dinner venue. If we would please 
collect our belongings, we would be off. Obediently we all gathered our goodies and took the lifts back down to the 
lobby. Mayor Porter and Dr Xie were already magically at the top of the stairs and they moved off to enter a large 
black limousine which immediately sped off into the darkness. Again I looked at Cr Patterson to see his reaction but if 
his nose was out of joint he was doing a much better job of disguising it this time. Being an agent provocateur - hey, 
it's second nature for journalists! - I sidled up to him and said, sotto voce: 'It's all right for some, eh?' As I did so, I 
could feel the hairs rising on my neck and I glanced sideways, hopefully unobtrusively, only to find Geraldine a couple 
of metres away on the edge of the group fixing me with a very intransigent pair of eyes. She couldn’t possibly have 
heard what I said so how could she even begin to suspect I was being somewhat disloyal to her master? Shit! What 
was it between those two? Meantime, Steve Patterson was proving to be a complete prick. He turned on me and 
demanded to know: 'When will you have the first draft of your story explaining the Economic Development Board's 
success in attracting Xuhui's interest in investing in Raleigh?'

For a long moment I was speechless as I tried to equate what I had heard in our just-concluded meeting with what Cr 
Patterson was trying to pass off as his interpretation of events. His take was outrageous. I was certain I had missed 
nothing and was damned sure I hadn't heard Mayor Xie mention anything about investing in Raleigh. How wrong I 
was, it seemed, as Patterson forcefully explained that Xuhui was impressed by Raleigh's strong economy, progressive 
investment dynamic and eager to participate in the future growth of one of Australia's most vibrant cities. Another very
long moment passed as my mouth gave a virtuoso impersonation of a dying fish gasping for breath while I struggled to 
comprehend just what my boss was telling me. Cr Patterson leaned forward to whisper in my ear and hissed: 'If that's 
not what you recall from that meeting, sonny boy, then you'd best be on the first aircraft out of here tomorrow. Do you 
understand me?'
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I did, though my mind was having trouble getting my tongue to articulate words. This was the most outrageous 
exercise in bullshit I had ever heard but Cr Patterson wasn't broking any opposition. 'Do you understand me?' he hissed 
again. The option of heading home in de facto disgrace - and, worse, penniless - was even more scary than the good 
Councillor so I muttered something to the effect that I would have a draft prepared tomorrow morning. 'Good man. 
Knew I could trust you,' was his very self-satisfied reply.

Again I could feel eyes boring into me and I glanced up to see Geraldine register a look that said unequivocally: 'Fly 
with the crows and you'll get shot.' I blushed brightly under her gaze until she shook her head slightly and turned 
away.

We boarded the bus again and I sought shelter way down the back and fortunately no-one tried to engage me. As it 
turned out, the ride was quite short and it appeared we travelled only a block or two before pulling up outside a large 
hotel. Getting out we were ushered into lifts once again for a brief trip to the third floor where we were directed into a 
large and ornate room which featured two very large round tables with giant lazy susans in the middle. I'm not sure if 
Lazy Susan is a registered trade mark or, indeed, if anyone else, anywhere else in the world uses the same term for 
what is effectively a large spinning top in the middle of a round dining table. An essential part of Chinese cuisine, it 
enables an array of dishes to be shared by numerous guests without undue jostling and reaching across your dining 
partners. Quite civilised really and perhaps only to be expected of a culture that traces its origins back five to seven 
thousand years.

Since both mayors were already seated at the first table, it was obvious it was for the guests of honour. Seeing Cr 
Patterson make a beeline for it, I opted to retreat to the other one and make myself at home with the trade mission 
participants. Hardly had I sat down, however, than a Chinese official touched my elbow and indicated I should make 
my way to the other table. I thanked him but declined politely having had quite enough of Cr Patterson for one 
evening. He was insistent, though, and as I looked across to the other table I saw Dr Xie waving me over. This was not 
an offer that could be refused so I replaced my napkin and headed off. Instantly my stomach turned for the only 
remaining seat was next to - you guessed it - Cr Patterson. Oh, joy of joys. On either side of us were two officials from 
the Xuhui Foreign Affairs Office who both spoke reasonable English. In tacit recognition of our innate antipathy, 
Patterson and I both turned sideways to engage our Chinese colleagues and ignore each other. Mayor Porter had 
Geraldine on one side of him while Dr Xie had Helen on his left.

Within moments staff began serving giant platters of steaming hot dishes. The odours were tantalising but first I had a 
ladle of broth placed into a bowl in front of me. It had square chunks of white stuff in it and when I asked my 
companion what it was he informed it was bean curd soup. Tofu, in other words. Bloody wonderful, I thought. Here 
we are in one of the world's great cosmopolitan cities and we're forced to eat bloody tofu. How exciting! But my 
pleasure was to know no bounds as a cup of green tea was placed at my side. Wonderful! Christ, I could have killed 
for a beer. Perhaps my chagrin was etched on my face for I heard Dr Xie ask me if I would like something stronger to 
drink.

'Bloody oath, mate! I'd strangle a bloody crocodile for a beer.'

There was a sudden and scary silence around the table as my ocker vernacular sank in. My cheeks turned crimson, 
fearing I had committed a dreadful faux pas but the Xuhui Mayor burst into loud and genuine laughter. 

'You did well to bring along a court jester, Mayor Porter,' he cried but softened the potential insult by tiliting his mug 
of tea towards me in a salute. Almost instantly, a waitress appeared at my side and began pouring a beer. The head was 
way too big but she wasn't a dinky-di Aussie, was she, and could hardly be expected to appreciate the full subtleties of 
getting a beer just right? Still, my prayers had been answered and so I offered Dr Xie a salute.
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'To a considerate and generous leader. A man who understands the needs of his citizens so well can expect to be in 
office for a century.'

Now admittedly this was well over the top but the Mayor loved it and guffawed heartily. This prompted Colin Porter 
to follow suit but Steve Patterson was having none of it and kept his face deadpan. Oh, well, I figured. You can’t 
please all of them, all of the time. 

'So, Mr James,' the mayor continued, 'explain to us your role in this mission.'

It was the fact that Geraldine's head snapped to attention that made me realise this could be a life or death question. A 
stillness settled on the table as they waited expectantly for my answer.

'Dr Xie, Australians are fascinated by China. You are one of our largest trading partners and are clearly set to be a 
dominant power well into the future. Indeed, China may well shape the future of our world.' The gleam in Dr Xie's 
eyes told me I was doing fine so far. Even Mayor Porter was nodding gently in agreement.

'You have made us feel like friends today and you are doing us proud with your generous hospitality. We hope that our 
friendship can blossom and become even stronger. But that can only happen when our two people better understand 
each other. Understanding and acceptance are the foundation stones of friendship and my task is to report back to the 
people of Raleigh and make them aware of how well we are being treated and how important Xuhui may be to our 
future.'

I inclined my head to Dr Xie as I concluded as a mark of respect and as I raised it again I noticed a subtle wink of 
congratulations from Geraldine. That made my heart soar. But the Xuhui mayor gilded the lily by saying:

'You choose your staff very well, Mayor Porter. You are to be congratulated.'

For a sudden moment I thought Cr Patterson might choke but it passed quickly while Colin Porter demurred quietly.

Then I noticed the foreign affairs official from the other side of Cr Patterson standing at my shoulder with a full glass 
of beer. He was indicating he wanted to drink a toast to me. Grabbing my glass, which I noticed was miraculously full 
once again, I stood and took a sip. However, my companion was skolling his and I quickly resumed the task and was 
fortunate to just beat him. A round of applause erupted from around the table and I was feeling mighty chuffed with 
myself. Another couple of bowls of delicious food passed my lips when the bloke next to me stood and sought another 
toast. Again, out of nowhere, my glass was full but I suppressed my surprise and stood to meet this new challenge. He 
was quick this guy but I was quicker. Hey, an Aussie journo can drink anyone under the table - even if he passes out 
first! It's a matter of honour and, after all, what would Chinese know about drinking beer?

Feeling little pain at this stage, I was surprised when Helen came around the table and sought yet another toast. This 
was getting ridiculous but I've never been one to walk away from a challenge, not when it involved beer. Her glass was 
only a third full I noticed but mine was - you guessed it - to the brim. Clearly I was expected to do more than match 
her level so, while she made a valiant attempt at swallowing what was in hers, I finished off all of mine in a flash. I 
realised that this was taking-on all the hallmarks of a conspiracy but how could I refuse without 'dishonouring' 
Raleigh? The very notion was intolerable. Perhaps I slurred that word in my mind but it's hard to recall. New platters 
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of succulent dishes were still being served and I remember several other toasts taking place. The foreign affairs guys 
were by now very flushed and starting to giggle quite noticeably. But all the time I could feel the watchful gaze of 
Geraldine, Colin and Dr Xie all waiting for me to make a fool of myself. I was determined not to let the side down and 
had enough residual nous to realise that it was now starting to be a matter of luck. As I reached for more food, I 
noticed all the hot platters had been removed and a salver of rockmelon and orange slices had been substituted. 
Eagerly I cleansed my mouth with the fresh fruit. Suddenly Dr Xie rose from his seat and all his underlings rapidly 
gathered their belongings. Chairs were pushed back and it was clear we were off. Barely did I have time to grab my 
coat before the room was nearly empty. Perhaps my reflexes were a little slow?

At the hotel entrance we had a quick round of goodnights and handshakes before the mayor disappeared in his black 
limousine and his staff appeared to simply melt into the shadows. The trip back to our accommodation was quick as 
everyone gushed enthusiastically about the fabulous banquet. Fourteen courses, someone had counted. Fifteen, said 
someone else in a tone that brooked no argument. For my part, even using my fingers I couldn't have told you how 
many courses I'd enjoyed but I knew that it had been fun. That was, until we arrived at our hotel. As I made my way 
off - somewhat unsteadily it has to be admitted - Cr Patterson took hold of my elbow and said he would look forward 
to my article by ten o'clock in the morning. Then he strode off with a supercilious smirk plastered all over his face. 
Prick!
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Chapter Nine

Getting to know you

Tendrils of daylight slithered their way through gaps in the drapes and wormed their way into my consciousness, 
forcing me awake and demanding I confront a new day. The last thing I wanted was to surrender to their unwelcome 
presence but I simply lacked the strength to fight them off. Debilitating waves of mild nausea sluiced through my 
being, leaving me feeling like a weekend sailor who has survived a night in cyclonic seas. As hangovers went, it was 
not the worst. Not by a long shot. But I was hardly in mint condition and my lethargy was aggravated by the anxiety of 
Cr Steve Patterson's demand that I draft a sensible article for him by ten o'clock. The luminous hands on my watch 
informed my bleary eyes that I still had three hours to achieve the task though it seemed entirely unattainable in my 
present condition. Water, water, water. This was the message rambling through my incapacitated brain. Making my 
limbs move was the big challenge but I knew enough from harsh experience to obey my instincts. Dragging my sorry 
arse out of the bed, I staggered across to the bathroom and reeled in horror as the lights blinded me. Lurching for the 
toilet, I revelled in the relief of emptying an overfull bladder. That completed, I struggled across to the handbasin and 
forced down two glasses of water. Yes, it would be no time before I was back for more wee-wees but it really helped 
the dehydration. Then it was into the shower and a brief battle with the stylish controls. Why do taps, especially those 
in the shower, have to be so wanky in upmarket hotels? Provide us with fabulous shower heads by all means but, hey, 
we don’t want to have to have a licence to work out the mix of hot and cold water. Still, I got it adjusted correctly and 
began to enjoy the soothing and healing effects of the hot balm. For a long time I just stood there, letting it weave its 
magic. As I began to feel somewhat refreshed I lathered myself up and shampooed my hair. Then I realised I had not 
shaved. Bugger! Oh, well, time for that later.

Eventually I forced myself to turn off the water and towelled myself down. Slipping into one of the hotel's thick, 
fleecy bathrobes, I made my way across to the drapes and pulled them aside. The day seemed quite sunny but 
fortunately my room was on the western side so the glare was not oppressive. Feeling halfway human again I sat in an 
armchair and pondered how I would manage the rest of the morning. Patterson's story was the obvious challenge but I 
didn't feel up to attacking it just yet. Suddenly I leapt in the air as the telephone jangled. Christ, my nerves were shot. 
Who could that be? Answering, I was surprised yet relieved to hear it was Geraldine who asked how I was.

'Not too bad, considering.'

'Yes, it was a sterling performance last night. Well done!'

'Why thank you.'

'What are you doing?'

'Getting ready to write a bloody article for Patterson. He demanded it by mid-morning just as payback. He was miffed 
when Porter got carried off triumphantly in the limousine last night. Prick.'
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'How are you going to go with that?'

'I guess I'll be all right but I'm finding it hard to know where to start.'

'Then I'll come around.'

'Er, ahm. I'm not really ready for guests,' I stammered.

'Why? You don't have to put on airs and graces for me, you know. I'll be there in a minute.'

Shit! I stared panic-stricken around the room knowing women hate mess. Fortunately, there wasn't much; just some of 
the clothes I had jettisoned last night on my way to the bed. I raced around gathering them up and laid them out in my 
closet. Then I cleared some papers that were scattered across an occasional table in the corner before racing back to the 
closet to get dressed. But I was beaten by the bloody doorbell. How could she be here so quickly? Tightening the sash 
on my dressing gown, I peered through the peephole to check it was her. It was! Quickly I opened the door and let her 
in only to be greeted by a cheeky wolf-whistle as she appraised my semi-naked legs.

'Nice calves, Jimmy.'

'Piss off,' was my pathetically inadequate response but she took pity on me and merely smiled indulgently instead of 
taking offence.

'You're a real charmer, you know that?'

'Sorry, not quite on top of my game this morning.'

'I can understand that. You certainly tossed back a few last night.'

'Guess I did. Still, didn't want to let the side down. Once I realised they were setting me up, I was determined not to be 
beaten.'

'Yes. And a great job you did, too. Colin was very impressed. Said we owe you one.'

'Really?'

'Sure thing. He was particularly surprised by your over-the-top line of bullshit to Mayor Xie. That was flattery to the 
nth degree. Where did you learn to do that?'

'It's just a gift. Don't know where the words come from sometimes. They just do.'



81

'Well, I was impressed, too. Thought you handled the situation really well; especially in not making a fool of yourself -
or us - after all that grog.' So saying, she leaned forward and planted a light kiss on my cheek as a reward. Well, that 
had me stoked. To cover my embarrassment I apologised for not having shaved yet.

'Oh, don't mind me. A bit of whisker tickle doesn't go astray sometimes.'

Jesus Christ! What made her say that? Was that a come-on? I didn’t dare look at her and moved across to the desk and 
the laptop. I pushed the button to start it and waited for the software to boot up.

'So, what do you have to write?'

'I'm not quite sure but from what I can remember it was something about Xuhui being interested in investing in 
Raleigh and how the Economic Development Board was the hero for stimulating their interest. I mean, it's all bullshit. 
They haven't said a word about investment. In fact, I get the impression they only want to hear about us investing in 
Xuhui.'

'You're right but it'll pay to keep Patterson happy so let's do it. Now look, forget you're the world's greatest hot-shot 
journalist, okay? We're going to pump out some PR guff, all right? It doesn't matter what you really think, this gig is 
about keeping Patterson happy at this stage. When we get home it'll be a different matter and you can make him pay 
for all his crimes of insensitivity. Now . . . let's start with how interested Xuhui is in Raleigh.'

I opened a Word document while my mind fumbled for a heading. Then it came to me: "Raleigh drums up Chinese 
investment interest".

'That's great. Now use an intro like: Raleigh Economic Development Board Chairman, Cr Steve Patterson, is excited 
by the level of Chinese interest in Raleigh as an investment destination.'

I looked up at her, impressed. 'Where do you get this bullshit?'

'Like you, it's a gift. And I know that if you were in better condition you’d be writing it off the top of your head 
without any trouble at all. I'm just helping you out.'

'And don't think I don't appreciate it, mate. You're a real friend.'

'I'd like to think so, James.'

There was a catch in her voice that I could not ignore though I was more than a little afraid of what I thought she might 
be saying. Before I could look up, she stroked my hair in a way that was decidedly not maternal. As our eyes met, she 
gave me a come-on look that simply could not be ignored. Hey, I'm a little backward, I know, but sometimes ya just 
can't mistake something. And this wonderful creature was sending me a message that allowed no room for 
misunderstanding. She slipped her hand under my arm and encouraged me to stand. It was simply natural to slip into 
each other's arms and from there a kiss was inevitable. She tasted so fine and I was lost in her magic before I knew it. 
Then I realised I hadn’t cleaned my teeth and that I was unshaven. I pulled back in horror but that only parted my 
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gown to reveal an erection that was unmistakeable. We both looked at it silently for a moment wondering what the hell 
to do next. I quickly covered it up and apologised but Geraldine put her index finger to my lips to stop me saying 
anything more.

'Shush. I take that as a compliment. Thank you.'

She lowered her hand and reached between the folds of the gown to grasp it gently. I nearly swooned as tingles raced 
around and around my whole body. 

'I think we should so something about this but I'm sorry it can't be now. The Mayor is expecting me and I'd better not 
keep him waiting. Still, we'll make up for lost time later, okay?'

With that she squatted on her haunches and kissed the tip. The bloody thing twitched wildly at that and nearly 
whacked her in the nose. Not that she seemed to mind.

'He's cute. I'm going to make him very happy.' As I watched spellbound, her tongue snaked out and licked slowly 
around the head in a movement that was so voluptuous I hardly knew where to look. Sadly she stood then and gave me 
another kiss. Deep and full of tongue this time before touching my cheek and making her way to the door.

'I'll catch you later, big boy. Look after him for me. And phone me on my mobile if you need any more help with the 
story.'

In that moment I had no strength left and staggered over to the bed to flop down and try to come to grips with what 
had just happened. It seemed like a dream that would end any moment, leaving me to wake and feel bitter 
disappointment. But as I watched my mate shrivel slowly, I knew this was reality. Bloody hell! How had that 
happened? This woman was gorgeous and way out of my league. She was one of the Untouchables: out of reach of 
ordinary guys. So why me? I had no answer to that one but I liked it!

Still, first things first. There was no avoiding Cr Patterson's deadline so I returned to the desk and began pounding out 
some waffle that - despite my initial scepticism - was sounding okay. It was all pie-in-the-sky stuff but it portrayed 
Patterson as a business investment guru. Media back home wouldn’t run it in a fit - unless, somehow, Patterson pulled-
off a major investment coup - but it would keep him real happy today and that was my particular challenge. 

As I re-read my copy to correct typos and enhance the language, I began to have some misgivings. The article actually 
made Cr Patterson seem like a great person and that made me uncomfortable. He was a prick, no two ways about it. A 
mean-spirited, arrogant turkey yet here I was making him seem like a lovely guy, worthy of respect and admiration. 
Yuck! Could I live with myself? Yes, dickhead, you can, came the uncompromising response of my evil twin. Look at 
this fabulous hotel room, the great flight over here, the excellent banquet last night and - to top it all off - amorous 
advances from a goddess. Not to mention a handsome pay packet to boot. What the fuck else could you possibly want 
from life? And if gilding the image of a preening politician is the price, so what? Don't start to get all ethical and 
develop a sense of integrity, the evil one warned me. You're being paid to be a spin doctor so shut up and cop it sweet. 
My hangover helped persuade me that arguing was not worth the hassle so I slipped into bullshit mode and crafted a 
lovely article that told the world that Cr Stephen Patterson of Raleigh City Council was both enlightened and 
visionary. The sub-text was that if only the world would recognise his true talents, war, pestilence and poverty could 
be eliminated from the globe. That it was all lies was just too bad, too sad. The reading public needs to be very 
discerning, questioning all elements of the stories they consume. That some are downright lies is truly regrettable but 
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the media today have become arms of the entertainment industry and truth is the first casualty in the war of ratings 
popularity. As I folded down the screen of my laptop, I felt guilty but still satisfied that my duplicity would enable me 
to meet my mortgage payments for a while yet. Hey, it's a dog eat dog world out there, okay?

I was saved from further introspection by the burr, burr of the phone. It was Sally Ferguson asking if I was going to 
join the group for this morning's outing. 

'What outing?' I queried. 

'Our trip to a local high school and then the business forum, you twit,' she chided me.

Bugger! Must have forgotten all about it in my inebriated state last night. 

'You've got ten minutes to get yourself down to the lobby before the bus departs,' she warned and rang off.

I raced into the bathroom and had a quick shave before throwing on some dressy casual clothes that felt comfortable 
but would still look respectable for the business meeting. Collecting my wallet, room key, notebook, pen, sunnies and 
a cap, I shoved them all into a smallish black fabric shoulder bag that I'd got at some conference somewhere and 
hurtled off to the lift. The group was just starting to get into the bus as I rushed through the hotel doors. Seeing me 
triggered some robust joshing from the others as they reminded me of my drinking exploits and questioned my well-
being. Pretending I was never better, I took a window seat and caught my breath. Sally popped in beside me as the bus 
left the hotel forecourt and brazenly shunted its way into the heavy stream of traffic. 

'Can't get over how civilised they are when it comes to traffic manners,' I commented to her.

'No, it’s just as well they're not all hoons like you, eh?'

'Waddya mean?' I sparked up. 'I'm a very good driver.'

'Leadfoot Larry, more like! Say, is that what your middle initial stands for? I've often wondered about that James L. 
James you sometimes use.'

'Yeah, it's a bit of a joke, isn’t it? Hardly anyone ever calls me James. It was Mum's idea. When she first saw me, she 
thought I was so cute. Said I reminded her of an old flame, Leonard, who'd stolen her heart when she first started 
work. Dad didn’t care what I was called so she just did it. It was only on my eighteenth birthday that she told me the 
story. Still said I was never to tell dad and I never have. Sometimes I've wondered if I was actually dad's child and if 
Leonard wasn't someone mum knew much later in her life than she let on.'

Sally was shocked and asked me if I was serious or just having a lend of her.

'Nah, dead serious. I look nothing like my dad and we don't even like each other that much so I figure it's possible he's 
not my biological father. Mum's dead now so it will remain a mystery.'
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'What about DNA testing?'

'What would be the point? It's not going to make me like my father any more if he is and if he isn’t then it'd probably 
just push us further apart. And what would that achieve? We may not be close but he's always been good to me. He's 
never treated me like I wasn't his own flesh and blood.'

'That's remarkable, Jimmy. I'm really surprised. Don't know why, it's just not something you come across every day. 
Thank you for sharing it with me. That's nice.'

And then - blow my mind - she actually cuddled in closer to me until I could feel the heat of her thigh along mine and, 
more to the point, the firm swell of her breast into my arm. For a moment, I tried to imagine that it was accidental but 
she started to point out various landmarks and objects of interest as we cruised along and it was very obvious she was 
sending me a message. There was a time when I was much younger that I thought women sometimes touched you with 
their breasts accidentally but a senior and very streetwise female columnist I'd worked with years ago set me straight 
during a bit of a late afternoon session at the local pub.

'Jimmy, if you turn a corner suddenly and bump into a woman or something like that and her breasts touch you, then 
it's an accident. On just about any other occasion, my friend, she's telling you something. Take my word for it: if a 
woman lets her breasts touch a man she intends it to happen and there's only one reason she does so. It is never 
accidental.'

I'd never forgotten that advice and now my mind was flooded with a thousand questions as I enjoyed the warmth of my 
companion. The one thing I hoped was that we would not arrive at our destination any time soon because not only was 
the sensation of Sally massaging my arm very pleasant but I also had a raging hard-on that would be impossible to 
disguise if I had to stand. And what do you know: the bus suddenly comes to a halt out front of a sprawling complex of 
two and three-storey cream brick buildings.

'This is it, ladies and gentlemen,' our interpreter Michelle announces to everyone, ' One of the very best high schools in 
the whole nation. You can leave your valuables here if you want as the driver will stay with the bus.'

Sally stood immediately and took a step back to let me out. I smiled wanly and said she should go first but she insisted, 
politely but very firmly, so I had no option. Using my bag as best I could to cover my embarrassment, I went in front 
of her only to receive the most mischievous smile that reminded me of nothing so much as a cat toying with a cornered 
mouse. The worst thing was that I was wearing light coloured slacks which did nothing to disguise my current 
condition. Hey, I don't normally walk around with an erection so it was not something I'd really considered when 
getting dressed, all right? But I made a mental note to only ever buy dark slacks from now on. Fortunately, my arousal 
dissipated quickly and I was able to make my way off the bus fairly much like a normal person. 

'Where's the Mayor and Cr Patterson?' I asked Sally. Really I wanted to know where Geraldine was but that seemed 
like an inappropriate question.

'They're due to join us soon. Here, give me a hand with these gifts, please.' She passed across two large carry bags of 
small packages trussed-up in Raleigh Council's corporate gift wrapping. 'I hate this part of international relations. You 
never know how many people you are going to meet so you've got to haul around untold numbers of gifts just in case 
more turn up than you expected.'
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'What are they?'

'Oh, a mix of cuff link sets, vanity cases for ladies, promotional DVDs on Raleigh, copies of our Annual Report and 
some DVDs in Mandarin on our Water and Sewerage companies.'

'Geez, they'll be thrilled.'

'Sarcasm really is the lowest form of wit, Jimmy. Do try to elevate your standards, there's a good boy.'

I could have taken offence and responded in kind - though I knew she was joking - but I wanted to push her buttons in 
the wake of her suggestive behaviour in the bus. Just to see if she was serious or teasing.

'Every time you slap me down I just want to sweep you into my arms and make you realise how unfair you've been. 
You're such a turn-on when you're in put-down mode.'

She was thrown, I could tell that because she didn’t have an immediate answer and that was unusual for her. Sally was 
nothing if not a master of repartee. Still, she recovered quickly and reached out to pat me on the arm accompanied by a 
pseudo sympathetic smirk.

'My poor, poor lad. So sensitive! Here, let mummy make it all better for you.' Then she embraced me in a hug that 
pressed her very ample bosom full into my chest while kissing me on the forehead. To any of the others looking, it 
would seem that she was taking the piss wholeheartedly. It was the sly wink that only I could see that gave the lie to 
her actions. She withdrew then and bustled about, getting the others ready to meet what looked like an official party 
striding across a quadrangle to greet us. As we were about to make a round of introductions, a black limousine swept 
in alongside our bus and the Mayor and Cr Patterson emerged with Geraldine collecting their respective personal items 
so there was nothing to get in the road of the round of hand-shaking that then ensued.

Once we knew who we all were, we were escorted into the school's administration building and into a formal greeting 
room which was even larger than that of the Xuhui Mayor. Once again, we were met with refresher towels to wipe our 
hands and faces and no sooner had we done that than two young men started pouring us steaming mugs of green tea. I 
was beginning to detect a pattern here! The format was a carbon copy of the previous evening. The principal 
welcomed us and gave a rundown on his school which was one of the most famous in all of China. It had an academic 
record that was second to none and was home to several hundred boarders who were selected from all parts of the 
nation to receive intensive tuition that would enable them to become future leaders. His passion for the task was 
unmistakeable and the statistics he quoted were mightily impressive. I forgot them all straight away to be frank but 
they made me feel good about being there. Then, Mayor Porter responded with an overview of Raleigh and its place in 
the world. He, too, spoke with such enthusiasm that I was glad I lived there. As you can tell, I was feeling quite good 
by now! Then it was a round of gift-giving before we were invited to follow the principal on an inspection tour. We 
wandered through many buildings, watching all manner of classes being conducted - and even though it was Saturday, 
everyone was hard at work. 

Some students were shy and somewhat daunted by our presence but others were precocious and keen to capture our 
attention. But, unfailingly, all were polite and you could feel the disciplined environment which obviously was just 
about the key factor in life on this campus. There was no hint from any of the students of smart-alec behaviour or 
teenage rebelliousness. The whole place had a feel very similar to that of toffee-nosed elite private schools back in 
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Australia though perhaps with even better behaviour. Our final port of call was a giant canteen that could seat 
hundreds. A massive kitchen was being used by a gaggle of matronly women in very unflattering snoods to prepare a 
swag of dishes for a tsunami of students that was clearly not far off. As if in synchronicity, Michelle told us that we 
were now being taken to the staff dining room back in the administration centre and we picked-up our pace, eager to 
satisfy our growing hunger pangs. My own need, especially, for calories and carbohydrates was almost overwhelming 
as I had not had any breakfast and was feeling famished.

Once in the attractively furnished staff amenity, we broke into two tables and were served giant platters of rice, meat 
and fish dishes that looked, smelled and tasted wonderful. The very thought of food had me salivating but I was nearly 
put off by again having the pleasure of Steve Patterson's company on my left side. Still, even that distraction couldn't 
diminish my appetite. Mind you, no sooner had we exchanged pleasantries around the table than he asked for a copy of 
my story.

'It's all done, you'll be pleased to know - and it shows you in a very flattering light. I think you'll be very happy.'

'So, where is it?'  he almost barked, ignoring my sacchariny suck-up.

Suppressing the urge to tell him to go fuck himself, the arrogant pig, I instead smiled politely and told him I had not 
had the chance to access a hotel printer but would do so at the earliest convenience. 

'I'm flattered that you are so eager to view the quality of my work, Councillor,' I added. 'Your faith in me is deeply 
appreciated.'

I could tell by the twitch of a muscle along the line of his jaw and the whitening of his knuckles as he clenched the 
fork in his hand that he wanted to let fly at me but he restrained himself - no doubt because of the audience around the 
table - and eventually let a small but clearly forced laugh escape his thin lips. 

'Your irrepressible humour is something I will really miss, Jimmy. Bit like having a tooth out, it'll be such a wrench.'

'Yes, parting will be such sweet sorrow for me, too, Councillor. Don't know how I'll fill the leadership void in my life.'

Our slanging match had by now lost any semblance of humour and was just two guys engaged in a pissing contest that 
reflected no credit on either of us. That realisation would not have stopped us, though, because it was now a matter of 
face which was probably why Samantha Addison interrupted to ask everyone at our table how they were enjoying the 
food. It was a flimsy effort but saved the day by starting a smatter of conversation among our fellow diners while Cr 
Patterson and I lapsed into a sulky silence. The bummer was that now my food suddenly didn’t taste all that great and 
what had promised to be a real treat had turned instead to sack-cloth and ashes. Damn the bastard!

Soon, however, it was a round of fresh fruit and more steaming green tea before we pushed back our chairs and 
prepared to explore some more of the campus. The remaining highlight was a trek up six flights of stairs in the most 
distant building. Having reached this level, we were confronted by a rickety-looking set of cast iron steps that wound 
their way helix-like up to a timber floor about three metres above. Kelvin and Ted said they were happy to wait there 
but the school staff urged us politely but forcefully to push on. Suppressing the warmth of tired calf and thigh muscles 
- we had been up and down nearly two dozen flights of stairs around the campus by this time - we drew deep breaths 
and forced our taut sinews to push us up the stairs. Deliberately, I lined up behind Sally and ensured I kept very close 
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to her as we went up. When and where I dared take my eyes off the uneven steps, I perved on her rump just in front of 
me. The view was disguised somewhat by the knee-length skirt she was wearing but there was still no mistaking the 
delicious oscillation of her hindquarters with each step. Then, just as we neared the top, she suddenly stumbled and 
leaned forward sharply as if to prevent herself from falling backwards. I was already committed to taking another step 
up which shoved my face fair into her rear end! With alacrity she straightened and, with a giggly whoops, pushed on. 
It was when we were moving away from the stairwell that she turned and whispered: 'You should ask permission 
before touching someone so intimately. Naughty boy!'

As I struggled to think of an adequate response, she was off with someone else and out of range. Even so, the memory 
of the firm plumpness of her backside remained with me and I could feel my loins stirring once more at her 
unexpected but very pleasant advances. As I've indicated, she wouldn’t win a beauty contest but there was a 
dominating voluptuousness to her body that intrigued me. I didn't have the hots for her but the thought of getting my 
hands on that body had substantial appeal. Just how much was starting to become a problem once again given the 
inability of my light slacks to disguise big lumps and bumps so I quickly hefted my carryall in front of me. I needn't 
have worried as we were being ushered through a dark curtain and into a very dimly-lit space. Chairs were placed 
around a completely circular wall and we all took a seat. As our eyes adjusted, we were confronted by a well-worn but 
very large telescope. Michelle began translating the commentary of a teacher who sang the telescope's praises with a 
passion that was unmistakeable. Then he used a notebook computer on a side table to project a lightshow onto the 
curved ceiling of the observatory. We began to see snapshots of night skies that were completely unfamiliar. None of 
us could guess what stars or constellations we were seeing - even know-it-all Rafe was silent - but it soon struck us 
that we were watching representations of what was visible to people living in the northern hemisphere. Nowhere was 
our beloved Southern Cross to be seen and it reinforced just how far away we were from our familiar surroundings. 
Regrettably, because it was daylight outside, we didn’t get the chance to look through the scope but it was still an 
interesting interlude. Then Michelle informed us that we would have to hurry if we were to make our scheduled round 
of business talks, so we began to file out. Quickly I scouted round to see where Sally was but she had already parted 
the curtains and was on her way. Perhaps just as well or I might get distracted, lose my footing, and go head over 
heels, killing or injuring myself and who knew how many others.

Outside once more, we strolled along paths sandwiched between manicured lawns until we came to an imposing 
sculpture - representing we knew not what - where we were invited to pose for a series of photos. It was a routine that 
was becoming quite familiar, if not a little annoying. The thing is that everyone carries their own camera and, thus, 
when a photo opportunity arises you have to stand still while not one or two but ten or fifteen shots are taken with 
different cameras. It's hardly a great hassle but when you're away from home and out of your comfort zone, the 
smallest things can become substantial annoyances. Maybe it was just the residue of my hangover. Whatever. It 
became clear that Michelle was nearly having kittens she was so concerned about the time so we began to move 
hastily back to the bus. Once there, we exchanged formal thank yous and goodbyes with the principal and waved 
farewell as we headed back into the Shanghai traffic. It was a fifteen minute journey to a four-storey grey building 
inscribed as the Xuhui Office of Foreign Affairs which featured a giant flat metal bas relief of the global map on its 
front wall. Very impressive. We were quickly ushered into a large ground floor meeting room that was dominated by a 
5 metre bright red cloth banner featuring yellow mandarin characters and an English translation that read: Xuhui 
District Government welcomes Raleigh Trade Mission. It certainly created an impact, we all agreed. There were 
numerous tables arranged around the room but first it was the obligatory photos so we dutifully lined-up in front of the 
banner while several snappers, some of whom looked like real newspaper photographers, captured our images for 
posterity. Or propaganda. Who could be sure? Once that was done, we launched into another round of welcoming 
speeches with Mayor Porter and Mayor Xie patting each other on the back with great gusto and praising the warmth of 
relations between Raleigh and Xuhui as if it were worthy of a Nobel peace prize. You'll have to forgive my increasing 
cynicism but it was the after-effects of my run-in with Cr Patterson. It was not just that our mutual dislike had 
surfaced, it was that we now had to constantly manoeuvre out of each other's way. An annoying pain in the backside 
that could probably have been avoided had we been more mature. Oh, well, it's a guy thing.

Once the formalities were done, the Raleigh people were taken to various tables and introduced to waiting local 
business people. Each set-up had a translator who facilitated discussions about the opportunities for two-way exchange 
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between China and Australia. It was very professional and I commented as such to Sally who had been taking photos 
of the various groups.

'Just getting some good shots to go with your stories,' she said.

'Oh, thank you. That's great. The Chinese do it well, don’t they?'

'They're not quite as formal as the Japanese but they do have an affinity for protocol. A refreshing change to 
Australia's anything-goes attitude.

'Yeah, we're a lot more informal, eh?'

'That's very true. This reminds me of back home in England. Ah, I do miss the place.'

'How long since you moved to Australia?'

'Seems like a lifetime but about eight years now, I guess. Think I might have to get back there one day.'

Her reminiscences were interrupted by Cr Patterson who told her he wanted a photo taken with Rafe while he was in 
discussion at one of the tables. My temptation was to tell him to bite his arse but she just smiled sweetly at him and 
wandered off to do his bidding. Reminding myself that I was supposed to be working, I began to take notes - mostly 
just colour detail because it would be my interviews with the participants that would yield the data of most value for 
my subsequent business magazine stories. As I was doing so, Colin Porter wandered up accompanied by his shadow, 
Geraldine.

'So, Jimmy, waddya reckon? Wanna move to China?'

With an eye on the loitering Geraldine I replied (with an impish grin, it must be said!): 'Nah, mate. Love those Aussie 
girls way too much. It'd break my heart not to be able to enjoy their beauty every day.'

'Christ you're full of it, Jimmy. Isn’t he, Gerry?'

'A lost cause, boss. Wonder what planet he's from sometimes.'

'Hey, guys, just paying a compliment where it's due. Geez, you’re hard on a bloke.'

'Yeah, yeah, Jimmy. My heart bleeds, mate. What do you think of the trip so far?'

'Fantastic, Mr Mayor. Their professionalism has surprised me. Didn’t expect them to be so organised or progressive. 
So, I'm revising my opinions - or prejudices, I guess I should say.'
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'You're right. It has come as a surprise. But a very pleasant one. This Mayor Xie's a real goer. He's smart as a whip and 
he's keen to forge good relations with us. They like Australia and they seem quite impressed with Raleigh. I think a lot 
of good is going to come of this trip. These talks will be the real test. If our people get good leads out of this, then 
we're on a winner.'

'Yes, I think you're right. If any one of them gets to do some business here it will make real good news back home.'

'How're you getting along with Patterson?'

Looking around to make sure my new best enemy was not within earshot, I replied: 'Fucking prick. I wanna hit him. 
He's such an arrogant bastard.'

Porter burst out laughing. My anger seemed to strike a chord with him. 'I knew you’d wise up eventually. What did I 
tell you?'

We were saved from further back-stabbing by Michelle who came up to inform the Mayor that the talks were about to 
be concluded and would he like to thank all the participants. He wandered off leaving Geraldine and I alone. Very 
mindful of her wanton promise this morning, I asked her what she was doing later. She wasn't sure but thought we 
would all be having a few drinks back at the hotel. You can buy me one, she instructed with a cheeky grin before 
dashing off to figuratively hold the Mayor's hand while he performed his official duties. This evening couldn't come 
soon enough.
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Chapter Ten

Dancing with the devil

As we were driven back to the hotel, Michelle told us we would be having a free Saturday night to do as we pleased. 
This caused a buzz around the bus as people started discussing what they might most like to do. Some wanted to just 
wander around the hotel precinct to see the sights. Some wanted to find some nightlife and let their hair down: 'You're 
only on the loose in Shanghai once,' Samantha shrilled delightedly. That left a bunch who were simply happy to have 
dinner in the hotel and a few drinks afterward. Ted told us there was a very large piano bar that looked quite inviting. 
He said he'd be happy just sitting and swapping yarns. Quite a few of us seemed to agree.

Just what I might do, I had no idea, because I wanted it to involve either Geraldine or Sally and I'd be taking my lead 
from them. There is nothing so hopeful as a randy male and the come-ons I'd received that day from both the women 
had me champing at the bit. Bring it on, baby!

We had about an hour and a half before we were due to meet in the hotel restaurant and I used the time to lay on my 
bed and close my eyes. Admittedly I felt like a grandpa having a Sunday afternoon nap but it worked and I felt 
refreshed after a quick bit of shut-eye and a subsequent shower. At 7.30 there was Jodie, Sally, myself, the Mayor, 
Geraldine, Samantha and Ted. There were no tables for seven but staff decided they could adjust arrangements to 
accommodate us and melded two tables into one. We settled in and proceeded to order anything and everything that 
took our fancy. The result was a huge banquet beyond our capacity to consume it all - despite staff telling us as much 
several times - but it was still a memorable experience. The food was fabulous and the drinks were delicious. We 
enjoyed a mixture of wines, spirits and cocktails: so much so that most of us were pretty far gone by the time we 
decided that desserts were simply not possible. Desirable, of course, but eating just one morsel more might rob us of 
our ability to make our way across the twenty metre space separating us from the massive piano bar area. Much to her 
embarrassment, we sang our thanks to Sally whose Council credit card absorbed the dinner tab. When we got to the 
piano bar, Geraldine put up her hand (at the nod of Colin Porter) to start a tab and we proceeded to attack it with gusto. 
God bless the ratepayers of Raleigh! Colin and Ted actually indulged themselves in a cigar each. I was tempted but 
said no, since smoking doesn't really agree with me. But as I watched a tall, gorgeous female staff member waft a 
selection of cigars under their noses and then proceed to snip and flame and titillate those tightly-wrapped Cuban 
tobacco leaves into action, I began to regret my decision. She was like a masseuse giving them sexual satisfaction and 
it was outlandishly erotic just watching her arouse Colin and Ted with her performance. The rest of us gazed on, 
spellbound by her highly refined routine. I swear to God, if she had been naked the performance could not have been 
more sensual. Whatever those cigars cost, they were worth double. This was a once in a lifetime experience and we all 
loved it. The mood, once Ted and Colin were happily puffing clouds of aromatic smoke around the area was absurdly 
positive and upbeat. Everyone was on a high. The conversation was engaging and wide-ranging.

'This place is so different to both Australia and England,' commented Samantha. 'The Chinese acceptance of other 
nationalities is done with such ease. The city is large - huge, in fact - but intimate in its own way. Can't get over how 
friendly the people are.'

'I'm amazed at the insularity. People just pass you by without ever interacting. It's so different to Toowoomba,' was the 
opposing view of Ted whose university was in a comparatively small city. 'It's like you can’t get to know everyone so 
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you simply refrain from acknowledging anyone else at all. Yet there's still a residual warmth when you do make 
contact. Where I grew up, everyone says hello to everyone else - even if you don't know someone - because there's an 
expectation that it won't be long before you bump into each other again. The insularity here seems like a characteristic 
of big cities. You understand you can't know everyone so you just ignore all the other people - unless and until you are 
actually introduced. So different to Australia.'

'Yet I never get the sense that I am regarded as an outsider,' offered Geraldine. 'These people are amazingly warm and 
inviting.'

'I must confess they make you feel far more welcome than a stranger would in Raleigh,' admitted the mayor.

'What amazes me is the vitality of this city,' said Sally. 'Knowing that it was under the control of a militaristic, 
communist regime, I expected that it would be much more drab. I can't get over the commercial vibrancy of the place. 
It's actually a bastion of capitalism when you see the vast array of shops everywhere. In fact, I think it would defy the 
efforts of any socialist regime to curtail its innate entrepreneurialism.'

'That's because it is one of the most open of the Chinese cities. It has experienced wave after wave of foreign 
dominance that, while it's inflicted obvious scars, has still made it one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world,' 
interjected the mayor.

While all this banter was bounding around our table, I kept making eye contact with Sally. My heart was more 
interested in Geraldine but she was on the other side of the mayor, two seats away on my side of the group so we were, 
effectively, incommunicado. Not that I could have made much time for Gerry given the come-on I was getting from 
Sally. She was keeping a straight face but there was no disguising the signals she was sending. The thing was, it was 
hard to look her in the eyes because I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her dramatic bosom. Sheathed as it was in a 
clinging, pink blouse whose buttons were just slightly gaping (okay, her fashion sense was on a par with her beauty, 
but she was hardly an embarrassment), it commanded my attention. I considered myself to be on a promise from 
Geraldine given her performance this morning but, hey, this was another opportunity altogether. It had come from left 
field but that made it no less enticing. We were almost to the stage of licking lips at each other when Mayor Porter 
stood, stubbed out what was left of his cigar and said he should retire. He bade us have a great night and wandered 
away - pretty steadily - to the lifts. His departure prompted Geraldine to offer us all another round of drinks though a 
couple of the others declined any more. As she wandered off to the bar, I quickly finished the half glass I had left of 
whatever it was I was drinking. 

Sally, who had had one or two herself I'd noticed, belatedly made a move to come sit alongside me in the space 
vacated by Colin Porter but was thwarted by Geraldine who returned with three or four glasses and stood in the 
mayor's spot to dispense them. Sally subsided with a tightening of her lips that could have frightened a wolf though it 
didn't seem anyone had noticed. Gerry then plonked herself down on the settee alongside me. As we continued our 
discussion about the state of the world in general, and Shanghai in particular, I couldn't help but notice, given my 
innate attraction to her chest anyway, that another button on Gerry's blouse had come undone on her last visit to the 
bar. As she sat by my side, I couldn’t help but notice how much of her cleavage was now on display. Suddenly, Sally 
was an also-ran. Hey, I'm sorry if my fickleness offends. Maybe I'm not the world's nicest person, okay? Perhaps I'm 
not even a decent human being? But when you've got an absolutely gorgeous woman coming-on strong to you the 
competition is facing an almost impossible task. Perhaps that was the cause of Sally's asperity when she suggested that 
Geraldine was looking quite tired. 

'Have you had trouble sleeping in the hotel?' she queried. Adding almost as an after-thought and perhaps in a bid to 
soften what had sounded like quite a churlish comment: 'Sometimes the air-conditioning is annoying.'
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'Now that's a funny thing, Sally. It was deliciously warm in my room last night, so much so that I threw off the covers 
after a while. I was going to get up and turn down the air-conditioning but couldn't be bothered with so much effort.' 
She paused for effect, then leaned forward conspiratorially and said in a semi-hushed voice, 'So I just stripped off my 
pyjamas and lay there naked. Slept like a top after that!'

Geraldine let out a little giggle at that but otherwise a deafening silence descended. The women seemed singularly 
unimpressed while Ted and I allowed our imaginations run wild for a moment or two. Sally just bolted upright and 
said she needed the toilet before stalking away in a fury.

There was quite a lull in the conversation after Gerry's revelation but it gradually resumed as we marvelled at local 
road laws.

'There seems to be no rhyme or reason to it, they just do what they like,' observed Jodie who had been the quietest of 
the group all night.

'But none of the cars has any damage and I haven’t seen one accident yet,' said Ted. 'And I'm amazed at the narrow 
spaces they can get through. It's like they could drive through the eye of a needle without touching the bloody sides.'

'What gets me is that they're all so well-mannered. There's not much honking of horns and even though there's heaps of 
congestion, they just seem content to take their turn,' Samantha offered.

'Yes, and wouldn’t that change if you threw in just one Aussie male,' challenged Geraldine. 'There'd be road rage all 
over the place. Aussie guys are the worst drivers in the world because every one of them has to come first.'

'Them's fighting words, girl. At least we know how to maintain the speed limit,' I hit back. 'The way you women drive, 
you'd think you were all taking part in a funeral procession.'

Ted and I tittered at this in a way that only drunk people can but the women didn't appear to find it funny.

Gerry patted me on the knee as she said: 'Ooh, don't we get narky when someone challenges you? You guys are so 
thin-skinned!'

I hadn't noticed Sally return and so was surprised when I heard her huffily announce that she was going to turn in. This 
was accompanied by a spiteful glare that went from my eyes to Gerry's hand on my knee and back to my eyes again. 
As she stalked off once more I knew she had just told me silently that I had blown the chance to bed her that night. 
Guilt flooded me quickly but it receded almost as fast as I felt Gerry's hand pat me proprietorially a little further up my 
leg. It was like an electric current had been switched on and I twitched involuntarily. The movement was not lost on 
Jodie and I think Gerry realised she had been sprung too for she quickly removed it and stood herself.

'I'd better be off, too, since I have an early morning correspondence session with the Mayor. Jimmy would you be so 
kind as to ensure all these people finish up safely tonight, please?'
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But without waiting for a response she turned on her heel and scooted off to the lifts. I was left stranded. Worse, I was 
forced to contemplate the fact that instead of having my choice of two women tonight I was now left with nothing but 
an empty ache in my groin. An hour earlier I had been a cocky king of the world, gloating over my imagined spoils. 
Now, I was a pauper with an empty stomach. It just didn't seem fair.

The two departures robbed our little party of all its life and suddenly everyone decided it was time to hit the sack. No 
doubt quite a few courting couples in the piano bar breathed a sigh of relief now that our alcohol-fuelled raucousness 
was silenced.
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Chapter Eleven

Seeing the sights

Did I cry myself to sleep? No. But by God I could have. Perhaps I should have. To lose not one, but two, sexual 
conquests in one night is a pretty spectacular scorecard of failure. Only the greatest geek in the world could possibly
lose two sure things in the one evening, eh? But I did. Oh, shit! And my balls were hurting, too. I had had so many 
quick erections that day, I almost had blue balls by the time I crawled into bed. Not sure what blue balls is? Beg your 
pardon if I don't explain here but suffice to say it is one of the most painful conditions known to man and it stems from 
wanting it badly and not getting it. You work out your own interpretation. I just craved the loss of consciousness 
supplied by sleep that would help erase this distressing turn of events. Talk about embarrassing. Talk about painful. 
Talk about . . . oh, god, it's all too painful. Why me?

So, what was the scorecard? Well, Sally didn't turn me on so much. She was, frankly, plain looking. Hey, nothing 
distressing, just not first-class. Oh, go on, tell me I'm being sexist. It might make you feel better but it's really not the 
case. Sally was a lovely person. I had great regard for her personal values and was happy to work for her. She was a 
good boss. In fact, I hoped she would employ me again many times over coming years if she remained as Raleigh's PR 
Manager. But she wasn't girlfriend material. I mean, I didn't want to settle down and have children with her. Yet there 
were quite a few blokes at council who reckoned she'd be good in bed. In sexual terms, the great attraction was her 
statuesque body. Not to put too fine a point on it, she was built like a brick shithouse. Tall, solid, firm, with a 
substantial but quite tight bum and an absolutely fabulous set of tits. Magnificent they were. Very large but, so far as 
one could tell by external examination, they held up quite well. No kids: always an advantage. She was probably a bit 
over 185cm and her breasts would be a double D cup, was my guess. Lots to play with, eh?

One of Sally's great attractions was her unavailability. She didn't suffer fools and she wasn't wanton. For her to even 
take an interest in you was a compliment. I was, to tell the truth, very surprised that Sally had come on to me. Didn't 
think I would be her type. Far too noisy, far too ocker, far too irreverent to be considered by her as a partner. But it had 
happened. That astounded me. It also delighted me. Hey, to get the chance to get your hands on, your tongue on, your . 
. . well, let's just say that to enjoy the experience of a body like that . . . hmm, it would have to be memorable.

I've also heard it said  - though I'm not sure I give it a lot of credence - that the quiet ones are the real goers. Logic 
suggests this is bullshit: simply male fantasy stuff. Why would people who are innately quiet suddenly change 
character when they begin a sexual encounter? Still, the notion is interesting. And to imagine Sally leaping out of her 
skin, so to speak, in sexual fervour! Whooee! If I was the person on the receiving end, that would be awesome. Still, I 
didn’t really think it likely and thought she would be fairly staid in bed.

Geraldine, by contrast, was a whole other ball game. Her intellect was frightening. As sharp as they come. Fail her 
scrutiny and you could kiss your arse goodbye. You wouldn’t even get close. But if you happened to impress her, then 
you could contemplate a body that was, simply, superb. She was, I figured, about 175cm with breasts that were not 
overly large but still substantial. Unlike Sally who probably figured that if you can’t hide 'em, you might as well flaunt 
'em, Geraldine dressed so as not to draw attention to her chest. Frequently she wore jackets and most of her upper body 
clothes were loose fitting. Not so her slacks. More often than not - and she wore them frequently - they were like a 
second skin. Guess it was pretty much the same as Sally: if you've got a magnificent arse, don't hide the bloody thing. 
Gerry was ever stylish, always looked immaculate. Doubt she had ever sweated in her life. That was her thing: always 
cool. In fact, some of the Raleigh staff called her the Ice Maiden. It was not a compliment. She scared heaps of people, 
especially junior staff. I had noticed when I'd worked at Raleigh previously that lots of people regarded the Councillors 
with a degree of awe. This usually happened, I'd noticed, to those who met them the least. Staff in the PR section 
worked with them every day and so had an easy familiarity. Someone like Geraldine, though, who was with the mayor 
constantly was accorded enormous respect. Her aloofness only added to her appeal so far as I was concerned. I 
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couldn't imagine her not being dominant in bed. She'd be an on-top girl, I reckoned. Well, she could ride me any time 
she liked. Hands and heels and don't spare the whip. What a hell of a way to go!

This burst of whimsy was all very well but it soured quickly when I realised that I had so nearly been privileged to 
enjoy one or the other of these women but had missed out on both. Oh, it hurt.

The interesting thing was why either of them was attracted to me. That both of them had sent me signals was beyond 
imagining. Seriously, it was just something I never thought would happen. Yeah, I liked to ogle them a bit but never in 
the expectation that something would actually eventuate. Hey, I'm not ugly and my body is okay, I reckon, but I know 
my limits, right? Perhaps that was the key? I tried to disguise my lust (no doubt as ineffectively as any guy who feels 
something for someone of the opposite sex) and I never came across as suggesting women would want to put out for 
me. Oh, and I made them laugh. They seem to like that. And . . . now that I think about it . . . I was always cheeky to 
them. Respectful, certainly, but never afraid of the personas they liked to project. Ah, who knows? These things are in 
the lap of the gods. If someone likes you, just accept it and be grateful. Try to change yourself to better meet their 
perceived expectations and you're likely to end up empty-handed.

Which is where I was at right now. I had no idea why I had suddenly attracted positive vibes from these two women 
but was just damned grateful. Except I had blown a sure thing. How stupid could I be? From the tossing and turning I 
did all night, my subconscious was clearly trying to work out some answers but as morning's pale light seeped into the 
hotel room, it was very clear that insights were few and far between. My head was woolly and I felt entirely 
unrefreshed. A hot shower was the only chance of redemption and I plunged into water as hot as I could bear. It was 
only at the end of it that I realised, while washing my face, I had forgotten to shave. Bugger! I slopped out and began 
this frustrating morning ritual. As I stood there lathered from ear to ear, I thought that luxuriating in a bath might be 
the go so I fixed the plug and began filling the giant white enamel pool. It didn't take much longer to fill than it did to 
remove my stubble so I immersed myself quickly. The sensation was wonderful. Emptying a whole bottle of bubble 
bath under the gushing tap, I was soon lost in a crazy world of sweet-smelling bubbles that almost buried me. I killed 
the tap and sank as far down as the water level would let me and just tried to cope with the heat. It burned but in a 
good way and I could feel my muscles unwinding. Normally I would do that at the other end of a day but this morning 
my pent-up frustration needed some outlet and melting it in the bath seemed to work. When I thought I was just about 
fried, I staggered out of the water and nearly crawled to the shower to restore my balance with some cool water. It 
worked and in a few minutes I was feeling quite human again. No wonder spa resorts are so bloody popular.

Deciding to forego breakfast, I realised it was much later than I had expected and I barely had ten minutes to get 
dressed and get down to the lobby to meet the group for our day's outing. From memory, we were off to the Shanghai 
Museum which didn't sound all that interesting but could be all right. I made it with a moment or two to spare which 
enabled a brief round of good mornings before we were herded onto the bus by the ever-affable Michelle. Sally gave 
me a reception so frosty you could use it in Slush-Puppies and studiously avoided any further contact. Of Geraldine 
there was no sign, nor the mayor or Cr Patterson. Shit! I was supposed to print out his story. Christ, he'd be after me 
today. Why hadn't I done it last night before I'd gone to dinner and got pissed? Bugger! Now my palms were sweaty 
waiting for the confrontation that would eventually come. I was ready to tell him where to get off but such a pointless 
demonstration of my virility would only cost me dearly. That was the price of master-servant relationships - he who 
pays the piper calls the tune. His funding was essential to the quality of my lifestyle so, when he said jump, I had to 
answer: how high? Galling, yes, but the inescapable reality of being a freelance hack. Maybe one day I'd be rich and 
powerful and show these pricks who was boss. Maybe one day?

As we bounced along the highways and byways of Shanghai, there was plenty of animated discussion about the 
adventures of the previous evening. Those who'd wandered around to see the sights were mightily impressed and 
reported that they had found food to die for. Those at our table were just as enthusiastic though Sally and I uttered not 
a word. It was only when we had arrived at the Museum that I had the chance to see what was biting Sally's arse. I 
mean, I knew. It was Geraldine. Didn't have to be a bloody Nobel scientist to work that out. And it would have been 
easier to just leave it alone. Let her sulk. Yet the price for that might be to lose the chance to play with one of the 
world's great Rubenesque bodies and I was not willing to surrender that slender chance. It is a male article of faith that 
one you miss out on is one you'll never get and since our whole purpose in life is to get as many notches on our gun 
handles as possible that's not an acceptable outcome. Oh, for god's sake, I'm just kidding. Even so, you'd have to be 
pretty silly to spurn someone who has sent you signals that they want to share their most precious gift with you. I'm 
silly but not that bloody stupid. So, I sought out Sally and made a gallant effort to engage her.
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'How are you feeling today? Looking forward to some sightseeing?'

'Yes.'

'Where are we going after the museum?'

'Don't know.'

'Wonder if we'll get another banquet for lunch?'

'Couldn't say.'

Now, I'm willing to subjugate myself to someone else's feelings. In fact, I do it all the time. I need approval. Not 
something I'm entirely proud of it but it's a fact. Still, my pleasantness to Sally was getting me nowhere and you feel 
like a goose when your efforts to be nice are being rebutted to resoundingly. The easy option was to turn away but I 
figured she was worth a final try.

'I missed you last night. I was hoping we might have had the chance for a quiet drink together.' And I gave her an utter 
Sam Sincere look deep into her eyes. If she rejected me now, she was one callous bitch and I'd cut my losses. It hung 
in the balance for a very long moment.

'You didn't even notice I left, you were so happy being felt up by that hussy.'

'Hey? What was that?' My surprise was genuine. Sure, I figured she was cranky with Geraldine but not this angry. 
And not because of me.

'Oh, come on, Jimmy. She was practically . . . well, in your pants, not to put too fine a point on it. I hope you enjoyed 
yourselves.' This was virtually spat at me and I was stunned by her vehemence.

'Sally, you've got it all wrong. No sooner had you gone to bed than Geraldine left, too.'

'Sure. Bet she led you by the hand up to her room.'

There was by now a tremor in her voice that suggested she was on the brink of tears and I couldn't help but respond. I 
reached out and grasped her shoulders and said with as much sincerity as I could muster: 'Nothing happened between 
me and her. There IS nothing between her and me.'

'Oh, don't lie to me, Jimmy.'

'Christ, Sally, I'm telling you the truth.'

Well, you could say that was actually a lie given that Geraldine had, in fact, had my dick in her hand and had, indeed, 
kissed it. It was something, certainly. But not an emotional attachment as such. Oh, no. It was purely sexual and 
entirely unplanned. As I said: there was nothing between us.

'Look, I thought you and I had established a bond,' I continued while suppressing the bleatings of my conscience. 'I 
really enjoyed our interactions yesterday and - forgive me if I'm wrong - but I thought I sensed that you . . . well, that . 
. . ' My nerve failed me at that point and I left my inference hanging.

'What, Jimmy? That I would put out for you? That I am so desperate for sex that I would throw myself at a womaniser 
like you? Someone who can't see when he's being used as a trophy catch by a man-eater?' 

Holy shit! Her voice as rising and some of the others were starting to look at us as though they were ready to 
intervene. I gently took Sally's elbow and guided her to a bench seat that was about ten metres away.
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'Hey,' I said in as comforting a voice as I could manage, 'I think you've got the wrong idea. I didn’t put my hand on her 
knee. She did it to me and what was I supposed to do, eh? Tell her to piss off? For Christ's sake, Sally, she's the 
mayor's PA and in case you had forgotten I am actually dependent on their goodwill. They don’t like me, I don’t eat. 
Do you understand that?'

There was no response as she fished in her purse and produced a tissue into which she loudly blew her nose. 'I didn’t 
notice that you were unhappy. You seemed to be enjoying her.'

'Hey, Sally, look I'm human, okay. She's a gorgeous woman, all right. We both know that. She puts her hand on my 
knee, what am I going to do. Tell her she's the last person in the world I want touching me. "Keep your hands to 
yourself, you evil witch queen!". Is that what you think I should have said?'

It took another long moment but she finally raised her head and looked at me. I gave her the gentlest and most 
considerate smile I could. Her eyes continued to search mine and I didn't flinch from her gaze. This was now a make-
or-break moment. I bit the bullet.

'Look, if you want to know, I was as randy as hell for you. I wanted to make love to you last night. I really thought we 
might actually - well - pleasure each other. I was shocked and saddened when you stormed off. Hey, I'm an innocent 
victim in all this, you know.'

May god strike me down for being just a touch duplicitous but, hey, here's a woman who clearly wants me to make 
love to her. She hasn’t said it but, for heaven's sake, there can’t be any mistaking her intentions. Now, my choice was: 
make an all-out pitch for Sally and get a promise or let her down gently and hope that something might eventuate with 
Geraldine. Sure, the really good-looking one had been delightfully intimate with me yesterday morning but, on the 
other hand, she had walked out on me last night. For no apparent reason. Which brought me to that other great saying 
used by guys: a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. So . . .

'Forgive me for saying this but . . . I would like to make love to you. I think we could have absolutely glorious fun in 
bed and enjoy some sex that could be truly memorable. I hope that doesn't offend you but . . . '

Bloody hell! The change in expression was awesome. She just melted, right there in front of me, her whole face 
softened, her eyes crinkled, her lips twitched and she began to blink back tears again. Jesus, I felt guilty. But it was 
also nice. I mean, I really liked her and I loved the thought of her body. I was about to reach out and embrace her when 
her reservoir of discipline kicked-in. She sniffed deeply, squared her shoulders, stood and looked down at me.

'Well, we'll see.' Then she turned on her heel and walked away to follow the rest of the group who were about fifty 
metres away taking happy snaps in front of the museum.

Sally was mingling by the time I caught up and I heard Rafe ask where Steve Patterson and Colin Porter were. 

'They're off with Mayor Xie. Meeting a bunch of politicians somewhere and having talks about governance and 
infrastructure. Really exciting stuff, I'm sure.'

Accepting this response, the others drifted back to their souvenir photographs. Noticing I was back by her side, Sally 
said quietly to me:

'The good thing is that I don't have to lug around seven hundred gifts today. At least not until tonight when we've got 
another banquet, Jimmy. It gave me great pleasure to unload heaps of them onto Gerry. She can be the pack-horse for 
a change. Do her the world of good.'

Oh dear, this was a relationship that had been sundered. I had a bad feeling about where it might all lead, given I was a 
fulcrum. Still, there were other things to think about now as we were given a pass by Michelle and told we could enter 
the building and wander around freely but to meet back outside the main entrance at 11.30. That gave us two hours to 
explore what was clearly a vast volume of Chinese history. The museum was a huge and imposing edifice set in the 
heart of People's Square, a giant botanic garden built on the site of a former colonial racecourse. It is today the political 
and cultural centre of Shanghai, flanked on the northern side by the equally imposing but much less attractive City 
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Hall. How the Councillors of Raleigh would love to have something quite so authoritative. The museum was square 
and dominating at the lower levels but with the upper floors set behind a giant circle, like a wedding ring on a finger. 
In strict terms it might not be an architectural triumph but it sure as hell looked imposing enough. We were told that it 
represented a traditional Chinese concept of 'round heaven and square earth'. That made no sense to me whatsoever but 
sounded nice. What attracted the greatest interest among a flood of tourists out the front was a series of eight giant 
stone lions and mythological beasts which stood guard against who knew what. But they did it very effectively and 
looked just the part for tourist photos which everyone was flocking to take. Having taken the obligatory snapshots, the 
group made its way inside to be greeted by an awesome curved dome ceiling five floors up. It really was inspiring.

Today was Sunday and it seemed like a million and one locals wanted to brush up on their history, too, because the 
place was packed. I guess that's just part and parcel of existence in a city of some 14 million people. We had been 
given portable translation gadgets that picked-up a signal depending what part of the building you were in and 
provided a commentary in eight different languages that explained the displays in that particular section. All very 
trendy but a bit cumbersome for my liking. The printed tourist guide informed us that there were twelve galleries in the 
museum housing artefacts such as sculptures, ceramics, bronzes, calligraphy, paintings, furniture, jade and coins. The 
piece of paper trumpeted that the museum was a marvel of technology. It featured, it said, Ten-Proof technology. The 
building, they would have us believe, is quake-proof, lightning-proof, fire-proof, burglar-proof, moth-proof, damp-
proof, dryness-proof, light-proof, dust-proof and anti-pollution. Well, that made me want to stay a while!  If it did all 
that for the artefacts, maybe it would halt the ageing process for me? Perhaps I should just stay here to extend my life 
way beyond all normal parameters? While I was fantasising about such things, it seemed as though Sally's new best 
friend, Jodie Parsons the garden guru, was going to act as our tour guide but I saw Sally lean down and whisper 
something in her ear which prompted Jodie to blush brightly and scurry away after some of the others.

'What was that?' I asked.

'Oh, I just told her I had to brief you on some special topics for the Mayor but to soften the blow I also said we could 
have a drink together tonight.'

'You're a softie!' I accused, given it was a side of Sally I hadn’t really seen before. 'Better be careful but, I think she 
fancies you.'

'Yes, she does. She's got it real bad, in fact. Poor girl.'

'Not your type?'

'No, Mr James. I could be accused of mental deficiency but I do prefer guys, thank you. Now let's go see what there is 
to be seen. Why don't we start at the top and work our way down?'

'Now, there's a suggestion I don't hear every day. Sadly!' 

She smiled but walked on without answering. We rode a series of escalators to the top floor and began trawling the 
corridors and display spaces. Everywhere was crowded, mostly with Chinese, but there were also plenty of foreign 
accents, too. Heaps of people seemed to be Germans, both here and back at the hotel. It may have been my 
imagination but they seemed more predominant than any other nationality. Part of the reason they stood out was their 
outlandish fashion sense. Some of the guys were wearing, like, orange slacks. Shit! A crime against humanity, surely? 

As we wandered about I wondered aloud how the Mayor and Cr Patterson were getting along in each other's company 
and was stunned by Sally's response.

'Well, here's hoping some of Cr Patterson's polish rubs off on that tawdry little man.'

So taken aback was I that words didn't come initially which was, perhaps, just as well for I might have been saved 
from putting my foot in it. Apparently taking my silence as tacit agreement, Sally let fly once again.

'How that poor man tolerates the mayor I have no idea. He must be a saint to put up with him.'
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Finding my voice at last, I asked: 'What's this? I've never heard you say a bad word about Colin Porter before.'

'Well, the walls have ears back at council and you can’t be too careful. There's always someone keen to score some 
brownie points by passing-on gossip.' Suddenly she looked hard at me. 'I've always thought I could trust you, though. I 
can, can’t I?'

'Hey, I don't carry a torch for anyone at council. They're all the same to me. That's one of the blessings of being an 
outsider: you don’t get caught up in all the politics.' Which was not exactly true, I have to confess, since I quite liked 
Colin Porter - and I very much liked his PA! - and thought Steve Patterson was a lower form of life. But honesty is a 
casualty of politics. It's a game of shifting allegiances and those who play best are those who appear to take principled 
stances but never actually commit themselves to anything. Sadly, it favours shallow prevaricators. Just as I was being 
right now.

'That's good,' Sally said as she conspired once again to bring her more than ample bosom in touch with my back, 
tittering lightly as she oopsed gaily, pretending she had slipped. Yeah, right. Still, they were fabulous bazooms and I 
was happy to have them touch me any time she liked. In fact, I couldn't help noticing how many of the visitors took a 
second look at Sally. Her height was one thing but some stared in awe at her flaming mantle of thick red hair. Not 
something you see in China every day, that's for sure. And quite a few of the German guys did a double-take when 
they noticed her charms. All of which made me pretty happy, I have to say. But I wanted to know more about her 
dislike of the mayor.

'What is it about Porter that upsets you?'

'He says one thing but turns around and does another. You never know what he's really thinking. Frankly, I don’t think 
he could lie straight in bed.'

'Hey, don't hold back on my account!'

'Sorry, but it becomes tiresome when you have to work with it day in and day out. And then there's his misogyny.'

'What?''

'He doesn't like women - apart from his little pet, Geraldine, of course.'

'Hey, this is not like you, Sally. I've never heard you talk this way before. What's going on?'

'Oh, it's nothing, really. I'm just so fed up with work lately. You know, I didn't even want to come on this trip but 
Porter forced me.'

'How's that?' The sadness underscoring her sudden and unexpected complaint was entirely out of left field.

'Oh, you probably wouldn’t know. You see, my mum and dad had planned a trip from England to see me. It's been five 
years since they farewelled me and I've only seen them once in that time. They'd booked flights and accommodation to 
come and visit me this week and I had a huge celebration planned. So many people for them to meet, so many sights to 
show them. But then this trip came up. I said I wanted to stay home to see my parents but that damned man Porter said 
the trip was too important. He said council needed my expertise to ensure the success of the mission. I argued that 
Michael Collins could easily fill my shoes and, in fact, it would be good for council to give him the experience. But, 
no, Porter would not budge. Said it simply had to be me.'

'Well, it's kind of a backhanded compliment, I suppose.' Always the tension reliever, I was trying to put a positive spin 
on it but it wasn't washing with Sally. Oh, no.

'Yes, the disgusting little creep suckered me, too, Jimmy. But that was before I overheard a snide remark one afternoon 
outside his office. I'd gone around to check on a letter that I'd drafted that was awaiting his signature. I was shuffling 
through the Out tray on his secretary's desk and could hear he was talking with the CEO and someone else - not sure 
who. I could hear his squeaky little voice through the open door. "Yeah, it's too bad about her parents but the Chinese 
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are gonna love those tits," he said. "And that hair. They'll be blown away because she's so different to your usual 
Chinese chick. Pity she won't put out for them but, hey, you can’t have everything I suppose". And then he gave that 
evil little laugh of his. Uncouth barbarian.

The revelation of this scenario stunned me and it was clearly painful for Sally because she started to cry so I led her 
into a corner where there was a bench seat that offered a degree of privacy. Her embarrassment at overhearing such a 
put-down could hardly be imagined yet the sad fact was that I could hear Porter saying just that. That's the kind of guy 
he is. When he wants to, he can be as charming as Richard Gere in a movie role. But I'd also been privy to plenty of 
ribald commentary he'd made about various female staff members during the times I'd worked at Raleigh. Yes, they 
were demeaning but, hey, if the person being discussed isn't listening, what real harm's done? Maybe that's just a guy's 
perspective? Still, the potential damage was now highlighted with brutal clarity and I felt guilty for not having spoken 
out. That said, I couldn’t change things so I figured it was a case of building a bridge and getting over it. To 
demonstrate some solidarity, however, I put my arm around her shoulders and Sally suddenly collapsed into me, tears 
once again flooding her eyes.

As people swarming along the walkway heard her sniffling, we become as interesting to them as the displays of 
twelfth century Ming/Ching/Manchu dynasty - take your pick - furniture on display. It only took a moment for Sally to 
realise this and she sniffed-back any further tears and straightened up, shrugging off my consoling arm. 

'And you needn't think I'm an easy lay, either,' she spat at me and stalked off down the landing towards an escalator. I 
was left to ponder the vicissitudes of male-female relationships as I watched her retreating back. Was she not the one 
pressing her body into me? And now suddenly I was a predatory male. How does that work? I've gotta tell ya: anyone 
who dares suggest men and women have the capacity to fully understand each other needs electro-convulsion therapy 
real fast. There are gender-specific differences in the way we think. I can’t identify them and I sure as hell can’t 
explain them but I know - as an article of faith - that it's true. So it was that I was feeling a trifle frazzled when along 
came Samantha Addison, the management trainer and Brendan Carpenter, the techno-geek software programmer. 
They gave me a cheery hello, quickly gushed about how much they were enjoying the museum, and kept on going. At 
which point Kelvin swished past in the company of body-building type who topped his execrable fashion taste - he 
was wearing a singlet, for god's sake, to show off his bulging biceps - with a loud American accent. Kelvin didn’t even 
notice me he was gazing so raptly at his new-found superstud. Perhaps he just didn't choose to see me? Either way I 
was pleased because I had no desire whatsoever to get involved with his quick fling. I just hoped he wouldn’t be late 
for the bus at 11.30 which was now only thirty minutes away. 

Still in my partially hung-over state, the Chinese historical artefacts held no further interest for me and I chose to 
spend the remaining time just watching the crowds drift by. They were all well-dressed and quite fashionable by 
western standards. I've no idea why I thought they might not be except that the popular media tend to portray China as 
a land apart; frankly, a somewhat backward society. But by everything I'd seen thus far, that was a ridiculously 
inaccurate slant. These people seemed happy, healthy and wealthy. Their Chinese-ness aside, they simply replicated 
any similar crowd you'd find anywhere else in the western world. So what was all this about the Magic Kingdom, this 
great land of mystery that has so preoccupied the west for centuries if not millennia? Dunno. It's different, for sure, but 
still it all seems quite normal to me.

Taking advantage of the remaining time left, I wandered downstairs and exited the foyer on the other side of the 
building - getting a very western nightclub-style rubber readmission stamp on my wrist before I wandered into the 
sunshine. A delightful vista of architectural adventurism greeted me as I looked around the skyline. If only Australia 
was not so bloody conservative, was my overwhelming impression: if you have to have skyscrapers with all their 
attendant bullying of the built and natural environment then at least make them visually appealing. My ruminations 
were interrupted quickly, however, by a swarm of men and women who offered me a dazzling array of watches. They 
pulled up sleeves like sideshow magicians to reveal a glittering smorgasbord of shiny timepieces cloaking their 
forearms up to their elbows. 

'You want genuine Rolex?' they cawed like crows.

'Nah. Not interested. I've already got a watch.' And I showed them mine.
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'But that's not a Rolex,' I was informed. 'This genuine. You want.' Amazing how they could make it a statement and 
not a question.

Stupidly I made the fatal mistake of saying: 'What price?'

That's when they got really serious and I began to wonder if I might not actually be swamped by these hawkers, 
trampled underfoot in a freak accident that might rate a brief mention in the local TV news back home.

'Sixty RMB,' one woman cackled.

'Fifty, mister,' countered another.

Remembering what I'd been told about always haggling, I suppressed my natural reticence and summoned the courage 
to say: 'No. No. Too expensive.'

'For you, mister, really good price. Two for seventy.'

'Sorry, I told you, that's too expensive.' But almost in the same breath I relented to add: 'Let me have a closer look.' Ah, 
now I might as well have surrendered. You have a look, you're going to buy.

The watches are extraordinary. They are heavy, they are all telling the correct time and they look, for all money, as 
genuine as any Rolex I've ever seen. Big, butch models to be sure but seemingly genuine. Where did they get them for 
the price? I started to do the calculations in my head. The exchange rate when I'd left Australia was six yuan - or RMB, 
renminbi - to the dollar. So a sixty yuan Rolex was a mere ten bucks. Amazing! God, even I could afford one at these 
prices. But it had become a bit of a circus now so I started haggling in earnest.

'I really want to do business with you but I have to be able to respect myself in the morning. When I look in the mirror, 
I cannot be shamed by knowing that I paid too much for my watch.'

The sceptical, cynical looks I got then were worth the price without the watch. Impoverished peasants they may have 
been but they knew damned well what I was saying. Or they had enough experience to translate my tone of voice.

Finally, the most persistent old woman shrieked something dastardly to the others and they beat a retreat. She had 
staked a claim and the others deferred to her authority. 'All right. We do business now. You take three watches, I give 
them to you for thirty RMB, okay?'

What was the point of haggling further? I fished in my pocket for whatever notes I had and produced only a twenty. I 
shrugged my shoulders and genuinely felt bad. I was treated to a look of such scathing condemnation that I shrivelled 
inside somewhat. Still, she grabbed the note and pulled three of the watches from her wrist and handed them over. As I 
thanked her, she muttered something in Chinese that I don't ever want translated. I think it was perhaps the most
condemnatory putdown I've ever received and I didn't understand a word of it. Even so, I was now the proud owner of 
three genuine Rolex watches worth - what? - a few thousand dollars? And I'd paid about three dollars each for them. 
Any guilt I'd initially felt receded and I glided back into the museum as if floating on air. Just as well I went when I 
did because the rest of the group was all gathered on the main entrance stairs and wondering where I was. No sooner 
was I spotted than they started to make their way back to the bus, just around the corner.

The watches weighed heavily in my pockets and I couldn't wait to show the others my fantastic bargain. The thing was 
that a whole other group of vagabonds pestered us as we headed for our transport. All of them had watches - genuine 
Rolexes - the same as the peasants on the other side of the museum. As I gawped at their wares, Rafe Swinburne 
wandered up and advised: 'Don't waste your time, they're all fakes. Look good, but worthless.'

Feeling quite crestfallen, I shoved my hands deep in my pockets to stop my ill-gotten gains from jangling and 
revealing me as an unsophisticate. Oh, well: they'd be a good talking point at home if nothing else. And, for three 
bucks each, I figured, well worth the price.
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As the bus took off into the teeming Shanghai traffic once again, our guide Michelle asked how we had enjoyed the 
museum and seemed delighted by our chorus of positive responses. 'We are very proud of our history,' she said, before 
adding, 'I am very happy that you like my city.' Nor could you doubt her sincerity, given her beaming smile. Our 
positive endorsement appeared to be a matter of personal honour and I couldn't help but admire her attachment to this 
vast metropolis. Was it our opinions as westerners that counted or would she be just as proud showing off Shanghai to 
people from other parts of her country? I made a mental note to ask her later because she had resumed her 
commentary. 'Now we are going to experience the real Shanghai: the Old Town. It's only a short drive and once there 
we will have some lunch, some sightseeing, and some shopping. It's very busy but very exciting. You will have fun. I 
certainly hope so.' 

This brought hurrahs of delight from the women but the guys, too, were happy to have the chance to go souvenir-
hunting. The chance to trawl some tourist traps was what we all had our hearts set on, though sad sack Rafe had to be 
the one to ask, quite pointedly, if we would be having any business meetings scheduled. You could see the question 
jolted Michelle as if she, personally, had been responsible for some oversight. 'I'm so sorry but we will be meeting 
business people again tomorrow. Today is to have a good time, okay?' It was Jodie Parsons who put the intensely 
focused engineer in his place.

'Lighten up, Rafe, you might actually learn how to smile if you let your hair down.'

While I think most of us cheered the pocket-rocket's slap-down, we did feel her barb was just a tad too sharp and it 
was mother hen Sally who eased the tension by commanding Jodie to make amends. 

'If that's Rafe's challenge, Jodie, then yours is to find him a souvenir that will put a smile on his dial. Then we'll see 
who comes up trumps.'

I was pleased that Sally appeared to have recovered her good spirits though I figured she was just papering over the 
cracks. Still, a spot of shopping would do us all good. We had been told that Shanghai was a shopper's paradise and 
now we were about to find out for ourselves. The dead weight of the fake Rolexes in my pocket reminded me that I 
had already been sucked-in by the locals but I was more than happy with my purchase because they would be great 
novelty value if nothing else.

Retrieving my carry bag from the overhead rack, I surreptitiously squirreled away my secret stash of timepieces while 
removing my notebook. It was all too easy to just sit and watch the sights drift by but I had to remind myself that I was 
on a working mission here and had to capture reminders of all I was seeing. Experience has taught me that big bouts of 
the grog can erase memories just as effectively as a hard drive crash. Nose to the grindstone, Jimmy, nose to the 
grindstone!

The prospect of seeing what this extraordinary city's origins were like - the old town as Michelle called it - was quite 
tantalising. It wasn't that Shanghai lacked old buildings or even traditional lifestyles. They were readily apparent as 
you drove around. It was that they were perpetually overshadowed by the most amazing skyscrapers so that you could 
not appreciate the traditional without the modern dominating. The cult of gigantism has flourished unchecked in 
Shanghai and while it has created something truly awe-inspiring it has been, I suspect, at a hell of a cost. Much of the 
city's history has been trampled into dust by the clatter and grunt of giant bulldozers. You could see it happening even 
as you drove past and I was not the only one on the bus to pass comment on how sad it was to see real history 
disappearing before our eyes.  Everywhere was renewal. In my jolting scrawl as the bus dashed dervish-like through 
the traffic, I noted that there are lessons in the destruction happening across Shanghai for every metropolis around the 
globe. Even so, I imagined the city's administrators defending their priorities. How can you condemn millions of 
people to a life of squalor, poverty and lack of opportunity by protecting and enforcing ancient or even old-fashioned 
lifestyles? they could argue. Regeneration and urban revitalisation are essential to wealth-creation and enhanced 
quality of life. People have an entitlement to the benefits and privileges that modernism provides and if the price is 
destruction of traditional lifestyles with their attendant deficiencies then who can say with certainty which option is 
correct? The cacophony of controversy created by these issues reverberates throughout western communities and no 
side of the argument has a monopoly on correctness.
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My thoughts were interrupted as we entered a narrow street - hardly more than an alleyway, really - and were informed 
by Michelle that we were here. Excitedly, we craned our necks this way and that to get a better view but there was 
nothing really to see except old shop fronts and throngs of people clogging the footpaths. 

'Okay, this is the Yuyuan Garden and Bazaar,' Michelle informed us. 'We have about an hour for a look around before 
we have lunch and then we'll have plenty of time again for some real shopping. Make sure you stay close to each other 
because it's very easy to get lost in the crowds. Don’t forget to take your cameras and be very careful with your 
money,' she warned. 'There are plenty of pickpockets here and western tourists are a target, I'm sorry.'

This simply added a frisson of excitement to our mood which was on the up side of bubbly anyway. We clustered at 
the doorway of the bus, eager to immerse ourselves in traditional Chinese culture. She was certainly right about the 
crowds. People were thick on the ground here and we would have lost each other almost instantly had it not been for 
the fact that our western whiteness stood out so conspicuously. There's something quite educative about being the odd 
person out. It re-focuses your awareness of the difference of others and, if you have half a brain, is instructive in 
humility. We followed the crowds heading inwards. Kelvin, Samantha and Brendan clung to Michelle's coat-tails 
while Jodie and I formed a group with Sally. Brendan the techno-geek teamed-up with Rafe and Ted Sanders from the 
university. Not that we were able to keep each other in sight for very long as it was like plunging into the surf and 
disappearing behind successive waves. The hustle and bustle was pulsating and the din of the Chinese jabbering in 
their raucous dialects was almost overwhelming. I kept one hand plunged deeply into my pocket and wrapped around 
my money until my palm became sweaty and it all felt pretty uncomfortable. But that was better than losing it, I 
figured. Once inside the bazaar itself we were confronted by a bewildering array of shop windows offering all sorts of 
hot snacks. The smells were tantalising but we were due to have lunch soon and all the warnings we'd been given 
about eating meat anywhere but in our hotels or at restaurants where we'd be official guests still rang in our ears. So, 
we may have salivated but we did not sample.

The smorgasbord of tourist trinkets on display was as mouth-watering as the food and we lurched this way and that as 
we caught sight of new and different things on either side and commanded our colleagues: You have to see this! Sally 
succumbed first and Jodie and I followed her into a shop which offered a kaleidoscope of coloured silks. There were 
scarves, shirts, pyjamas and all manner of other items. No sooner had Sally entered than she was set upon by several 
sales assistants all squawking at her in a bewildering babble of anglicised Chinese. 

'You want good price? We got best. Cheapest in all China, yes, ma'am. What size you are? You like this colour? No? 
What about this? No? Maybe you like this? No? Let me show you special things, yes? Come with me,' and the 
pushiest, pint-sized middle-aged saleswoman ushered her down this aisle and that until we thought we might never 
find our way back out again. Jodie and I had no interest whatsoever in the girly-style stuff that Sally was now ogling 
so we contented ourselves with a table full of children's toys: things like a mini-frisbee that hovered magically in the 
air over a metallic base. Impossible to describe let alone explain, it still tickled the fancy but as we tried it and couldn’t 
make it work - despite a young female sales assistant assuring us it was easier than drinking a glass of water - we 
declined to part with our hard-earned. China being the biggest manufacturer in the known universe of trinkets we had 
plenty to look at until Sally popped-up with a huge grin and clutching a sheaf of brightly-coloured silk garments. As 
she bid us follow her to the cashier, I couldn’t help but wonder at her mood change. She was so bloody buoyant her 
feet weren't touching the floor and I tried to figure out if it was the quality of the clothes she had found or just the 
release of spending money which had stimulated such happiness. Whatever it was, it worked. As the cashier rang up 
the prices and folded the purchases into a carry bag, Jodie latched on to a particularly bright pair of red silk pyjamas 
that Sally had selected.

'Gawd, you'll feel slinky in them,' she chuckled ribaldly. Then added: 'Me, I sleep naked, even in winter.'

At the same time she gave Sally a look of such deep intensity it was like a betrothal. She got a warm, sympathetic 
smile in return until Sally spotted me avidly watching this exchange and blushed furiously, turning away to stuff the 
garments back into the bag and pay for her purchases. Deciding that discretion was the better part of valour, I 
wandered back to the store entrance to wait for them to catch up.

Reunited again, we trooped out of the store and back into bright sunlight. Ahead of us was a small square which was 
jam-packed with a sea of humanity. Like an inexorable tide we were all being drawn to the far side of the space and as 
we got closer we could see a small lake with a curious bridge across it. It had intricately carved balustrades and we 
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were delighted to find that it was an amazing zigzag shape that stretched across to an ancient pavilion and restaurant. 
The crowds kept looking over the side and we soon saw the magical flashing colours of hundreds, if not thousands, of 
carp fish. Their red, gold, grey and silver scales shone brightly in the sunlight as they rushed to the surface in a furious 
feeding frenzy. Given the fat plumpness of the fish, it was clear their desire for food was dictated by gluttony rather 
than starvation. Such was their voraciousness that I wondered if they would become flesh-eaters if anyone was 
unfortunate enough to topple over the side. We were nearly to the far end when Jodie reminded us that it was 12.30 
and time we were due to rendezvous back at the square to have lunch. Turning tail we joined the incoming tide 
heading back in that direction. Before long we could see Rafe, Michelle and the others clustered outside an 
entranceway that looked as if it had seen better days. That was no impediment, however, to the constant stream of 
people entering and emerging. Since we were the last to get back, Michelle quickly did a head-count and led us up a 
flight of stairs and into the noisiest restaurant I'd ever experienced. The babble of voices was remarkable and I 
reflected that the Chinese are nothing if not voluble. Their voices tend towards being high-pitched and when in a group 
it's the loudest person who gets heard. I guess it's a facet of such a multitudinous society that even a group 
conversation is quite competitive. It's not that they are not well-mannered - quite the contrary - but when there are 
always so many others around you, you have to push hard to get to the front of the queue or raise your voice to be 
heard. Reticence will simply see you miss out.

A waitress spoke briefly with Michelle and waved at us to follow her. Frankly, she looked as if she might be enjoying 
our company as much as attending the euthanasing of a family pet. Still, we were hungry so we followed without 
letting her mood suppress our appetites. She led us up more stairs and along corridors, past more than a dozen eating 
areas which were all filled with noisy groups having a really good time. Finally, we were ushered into a room 
dominated by two large circular tables. However, as people grabbed seats, it became apparent that there were 
insufficient chairs for all of us. This led to much high-pitched, loud and unintelligible Chinese. The looks on the faces 
of the serving staff suggested we were a bunch of filthy heathens who had just committed an abomination. Still, chairs 
came through the door at head height and were plonked at the tables in a remarkably ungracious manner. Didn’t bother 
us, but. We just grabbed the menus and started fantasising about what we might order. 

I was one of the last to grab a seat having stood back politely, anticipating that I would squeeze into a small space that 
was still available next to Sally Ferguson. Bugger me dead, though, if - as I made my move - Jodie Parsons didn't 
barge in front of me and take it herself. I was left holding a chair in mid-air while she slipped under my arms spouting 
a smirk that would have done a Cheshire cat proud. Feeling like a goose, I was saved from further embarrassment by 
spotting a gap at the other table and plonking my chair down there. The offer of a beer proved to be a healing salve for 
my egotistical wound and I slurped at it eagerly, trying to quench the deep-seated thirst which had plagued me from 
the previous evening's over-indulgence. We were all in a pleasant, relaxed and care-free mood which was bolstered by 
the arrival of a seemingly never-ending array of steaming dishes of food. Some of us enjoyed the exotic items on offer 
but others, particularly Kelvin and Samantha, whined about how different it all was to food back home. Rafe, despite 
his beanpole physique, gave the impression of being some sort of gourmand and was able to name the ingredients of 
many of the dishes. Others he sought advice on through Michelle who queried the waitresses. Thus we learned that we 
were eating delights such as slices of dried bean curd with crab, crispy shrimp and eel in bamboo as well as mushroom 
and abalone soup. 

Now, I like food and can cook up some pretty good meals at home - especially Italian and Mexican - but I confess to 
being a fan of simple tastes. Love fish and chips and meat pies. Don’t eat them all the time but love 'em. So, when 
people start telling me I'm eating abalone and bean curd and eel, then I begin to lose my appetite. The funny thing is 
that these exotic Chinese dishes almost all tasted great - until some dickhead tells you what's in them. Then you feel 
funny in the tummy. So, I formulated my great rule for eating Chinese food in China: never, ever, ask what a dish is. 
Never, ever, ask what the ingredients are. Because some bastard will tell you and you'll feel queasy. I do not suggest 
this is sound or sensible practice for everyone but it works for those of us who aren't foodies.

As I pondered on some of the things I was eating I couldn’t help but notice that Jodie was making a huge play for 
Sally. She was forking food onto the redhead's plate, pouring her cups of green tea and generally fawning over her. 
Funny thing was: Sally was lapping it up. She was revelling in the attention and lavishing gratitude on the garden 
gnome. I did notice her looking over at me a couple of times but she wouldn't make proper eye contact and so my 
smiles of sympathy and friendship went unanswered. I wanted to let her know that I felt her angst over the revelation 
of Colin Porter's uncouth behaviour and that I remained a shoulder to lean on. But my signals were deliberately not 
being received. As the banquet wore on and the drinks continued to flow, we became progressively looser and noisier. 
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A few who were not pisspots remained stoically silent - Rafe, Brendan and Michelle apparently had taken the pledge 
of sobriety - and appeared increasingly disconcerted as the rest of us became louder and more voluble. Still, they were 
saved when the bus driver slipped into the room and whispered in Michelle's ear. It was, it seemed, time to go. Our 
anticipated shopping expedition had vanished but it would have been churlish to complain. Which only Kelvin did 
before being howled down. We offered to pay but Michelle firmly and politely indicated that would not be necessary, 
ushering us out under the supervision of the driver while she started haggling over slips of paper with the senior 
waitress.

On board the bus, Jodie remained glued to Sally's side so I slumped into a seat by myself and watched the ever-frenetic 
pace of life in Shanghai slip by. The amazing thing was that it seemed no slower on a Sunday than during the working 
week. 

On our return to the hotel, Michelle told us that we would have the rest of the afternoon and evening free. She and 
Helen would return tomorrow morning at 9.00 for a further round of business talks before we would board a bus for 
the trip to our next destination: Suzhou about two hours north along a new freeway.

Were we all happy, she wanted to know? The rousing cheer and spontaneous applause from all in our group brought 
an embarrassed but delighted grin to her face and she blushed crimson. We thanked her very much for giving-up her 
Sunday but she indicated it was just another working day. As she waved goodbye and headed back to the bus, 
Samantha commented on how tired our guide looked and it was a condition that applied to virtually all of us. The day 
had been a great experience but it was tiring. Brendan and Kelvin tried to whip up some enthusiasm for nightclubbing 
but it didn't have great appeal. It was eventually decided that anyone who wanted to have dinner in the hotel restaurant 
should meet in the lobby at 7.00. Otherwise, we would all gather for a debrief at 9.30 the next morning to prepare for 
our talks. Sally said we should check out by 9.00 as Michelle had advised we would take all our luggage with us and 
would not be returning to the hotel.

Our lunch and the couple of drinks we'd had made me want a nap more than anything else in the world so I eagerly 
made my way straight back to my room where I stripped-off my clothes and crawled under the covers to be out of it
within moments.
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Chapter Twelve

A whiff of scandal

When I awoke, I was hot, sweaty and worried about all the work I hadn’t done. I was bloody lucky that Cr Patterson 
had been away with the mayor today because he surely would have given me a hard time over his missing story. I had 
to get that printed straight away. Then I had to sort out my notes and start to compile them into some semblance of 
order so that I could draft further material for distribution once I got home. Already I could tell I would be knackered 
when I got back to Raleigh and would probably not manage the necessary level of discipline required to produce 
quality copy for all the outlets I wanted to target. Cr Patterson and the mayor would be just like any other client that 
outlaid big bucks: they'd want their pound of flesh and want it almost immediately. Nah, the sensible thing would be to 
get stuck in right now. Trouble was, I just didn't feel in the mood. A long, hot shower! My personal cure for almost 
any ailment known to humankind.

As luck would have it, I was towelling myself dry when the chirrup, chirrup of the phone startled me. Typical of the 
swanky style of the hotel, there was a wall-mounted receiver just by the toilet and I grabbed it quickly. A subdued-
sounding Sally Ferguson said she was with Cr Patterson and could I bring a copy of my story to his room without 
delay. Explaining that I was still kind of moist from a shower, I said I would finish ASAP. However, I would have to 
get a copy printed in the hotel's Business Centre off the main lobby. If she gave me ten minutes, I should be at their 
service. She said that would be fine and that his room was 1204.

Realising that I needed to get some dry cleaning done, I hastily pulled on my last set of casual clothes and booted-up 
my laptop. Once it was running, I dubbed the story onto a flash memory stick and beat a path to the Business Centre 
hoping it would be open. To my great relief, it was and I explained that I needed a print-out pronto. No problems, sir, 
we'll have that for you in just a moment. And they were true to their word. Love that service! Clutching the sheet I 
rode the elevator to the 12th floor, ducked around the corner and knocked on the door. It was opened immediately by 
Cr Patterson who seemed in a jovial mood. This threw me for I had been expecting antagonism but he was at his 
charming best. He waved me to a seat adjacent to Sally while he sat on the bed to peruse my copy. 

'Help yourself to a drink, Jimmy,' he urged, indicating the bar fridge in the corner. Still off-balance by his pleasant 
manner, I wandered over and grabbed myself a Heineken beer. Might as well enjoy the creature comforts while they’re 
on offer, I figured. Sally shook her head at my offer of a drink and said, somewhat tartly, that she didn’t partake while 
on duty. Raising my eyebrows in deference to her outstanding dedication, I contained myself to a slightly supercilious 
smile but thought: 'God, get a life, girl.'

'This is very good, Jimmy. I wasn't sure what to expect but you've done well. Thank you very much.'

His amiability still had me wondering but it would be churlish not to respond in kind so I said: 'Hey, you're paying me 
for quality and I like to deliver.' He smiled, so I added: 'Here's hoping we understand each other a little better,' and 
raised my glass to him.

With a big grin he replied: 'Yes, no need for testiness, is there? Who do you think will run this?' holding up my story.

'I'll send that off to the Raleigh Gazette for their next edition. I'll do another one for the following week then we'll be 
back home and most of my material after that will be for business and trade magazines as well as copy for Austrade 
and Department of State Development.'

'Excellent. Sounds like you've got all the bases covered. Sally, will you be compiling the formal report for Council?'
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'Yes, Cr Patterson. I've been noting details in a travel diary and it should only take me a day or two when we get back 
to have a draft ready for your perusal.'

'Good, good. Hey, drink up Jimmy. You'll die of dehydration at that rate.'

It was only then that I realised his eyes were just a little too red and shiny and that there was a slight slur to his words.
No wonder he was nice: he was half-pissed. Sally rose and said she should go but he waved her back down and asked 
how she had enjoyed her day. I could tell she was not really comfortable and I couldn't work out why such issues 
hadn’t been discussed during the time she had been with the councillor before she phoned me and while I was away 
getting the story printed. Something didn't seem quite right, not that there was a bad vibe in the room or anything. As I 
drained my glass, I decided that there was little upside in trying to become chummy with my former best enemy so I 
stood and said thanks, but I had work to do myself and had better get going. I asked Sally if she was still working, too. 
It sounded a bit lame but it was at least a chance for her to take her leave and she did so. She cottoned-on straight 
away, though and almost leapt out of her chair as if eager to escape.

'Yes, more presents to wrap for tomorrow and typing-up my notes from today. It'll be great to catch an early night, too. 
I'll see you in the morning, Cr Patterson.'

'Okay, guys, if you're determined to stand me up then so be it. Don't say I didn't offer, eh?'

We both made polite noises as we headed for the door and left him to his own devices.

'What room did you get?' I asked Sally once we were in the corridor that stretched for a great distance in both 
directions. It was a big hotel. 

She seemed very preoccupied and answered so softly, I could hardly hear: 'I'm directly above him but two floors up.'

'Can I escort you home?' I asked with a gallant flourish, hoping I could soften her attitude towards me once again.

'No, I'll be fine thanks,' she said politely but firmly.

'Will I be able to have the pleasure of your company tonight then?'

'Sorry, James, but I do have work to do and I am feeling quite bushed. Thanks for the offer. I'll see you in the 
morning.'

My lift heading downwards arrived before hers so I bade her farewell. Once the doors shut, a scowl swamped my 
features as I rued the loss of another opportunity to have my way with her. Perhaps it would never happen now? She 
seemed to have gone right off me. Ah, the mysteries of the female mind. Who knows what motivates them?

Back in my room, I pondered what to do for the evening. Replicating last night's experience in the hotel - without the 
tetchiness of Sally and the flightiness of Gerry - wasn't a bad option. If I was a really good boy, of course, I could 
knuckle down and write copy so that I was on top of my game. The mystique of being in a foreign city, however, was 
too great a lure and I knew I would opt for a good time, regardless of what it was. Still, I had an hour before the 
scheduled rendezvous in the lobby so I did fire-up my laptop and began to transcribe some of my dreadfully scrawly 
hand-written notes into the computer. The bouncing of the bus made some of it almost illegible, even to me, and I 
knew what I was thinking. Or I had at the time. Oh well, who said life was meant to be easy?

I'd been working conscientiously for half an hour when my mobile rang and I was surprised to see it was Geraldine's 
number.

'Hello, how nice to hear from you!'

'Why thank you, James. Are you doing anything?'
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'Nah, just pounding out some notes on my laptop. I'm in my room.

'Well, how would you like to come along to a swish dinner this evening?'

'Shit, yeah!' I enthused, picturing her and I having a whale of a time somewhere - it wouldn’t matter where. But no, 
life's not like that, is it?

'Mayor Xie has invited us out for special treat tonight. Not sure what but you'll have to dress up a bit.'

'Hey, I'll even wear clean undies if it's that important!'

There was a distinct pause until she intoned: 'James . . .  you could be like me and not wear any.' 

Holy shit! She had dropped her voice down two octaves and made it the huskiest, sultriest sound I'd ever heard. 
Desperately I wanted to say something really clever or sexy but nothing would come to mind. Well, nothing could 
shove aside the image that was cavorting through my frontal lobes. It was her and a short skirt and . . . nah, we won’t 
go there. But I did lose my capacity for intelligent thought. Okay, girls, settle - there's no need to suggest that about all 
men! 

'Are you still there, James? Is there a problem?' Again that lilting, teasing tone. Still, I wanted to say something 
appropriate but the connection to my tongue had been severed somehow.

'My, my. Is that you heavy breathing? You could get a girl excited if you kept that up. Are you up, Jimmy?'

Oh god, this woman was a killer. In the space of about three sentences she had me a jelly-like mess ready to dribble off 
the chair and into a puddle on the floor. Realising I just had to respond or lose out, I cleared my throat.

'Hmm-hmm. Ah . . . ah . . . '

'Yes, James?' Purring.

'Hey, that's a lovely thought, Geraldine. Thank you for sharing it with me. Yes, I do think it might sustain me for quite
some time, thank you.'

'That's my pleasure, mate. Now, do you think you can get it together by 7.15? Do you think you can keep it together?'

'I should think it would be you who'll need to keep them together under the circumstances,' I finally managed some 
repartee. Yet, without the beat of a pause she quipped back:

'The openings are few and far between, James, but you'd want to be there when it happens.'

'Okay, okay, I surrender! Sign me up. Whatever it takes. Please let me be a part of it.' Damn, now I was begging. Ah, 
what the hell. For this prize, I'd do three laps of a city block naked. On my knees. Pulling a suitcase. Whatever!

'All right, then. Pop up to my room - 1503 - at ten past and we'll collect the mayor and leave.'

As I replaced the handset I noticed a slight tremor in my hand. For heaven's sake! This woman's capacity to mess with 
my mind was scary. But I liked it.

Disrobing my last clean casual outfit, I retrieved my good suit from the hall closet. Then I phoned and asked Laundry 
if I could get three outfits dry-cleaned overnight and returned before check-out at 9.00 in the morning. Certainly, sir, 
was their response. That it was evening and Sunday made no difference to these workers: try that back home! I 
bundled my garments into the large plastic bag supplied and left it just inside the door. Even if I wasn't there, staff 
would collect it. What a bugger that home doesn't operate like this.
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Ever the optimist and fancying that I might have a chance of getting very close to Geraldine later this evening, I rushed 
to the bathroom for a quick late shave. Great idea: pity about the execution. I was making a second pass across my 
chin when - Ouch! - a nick that started bleeding like I was a haemophiliac. My face was still moist but, even so, the
spread of blood was daunting. I threw down the razor in disgust and sluiced my face several times in a bid to clean 
myself but nothing would staunch the flow of the red liquid. Positively gushed, it did, while my annoyance reached 
panic levels and kept rising. As a last resort I grabbed a swathe of toilet paper and pressed as hard as I could on the cut. 
Damned near created a Burt Lancaster cleft in my chin I pushed so bloody hard. All to no avail, though. By this stage I 
was thinking I'd need a transfusion if the flow didn't stop. It didn't and, by now, I was checking my watch every three 
seconds as seven o'clock came and went. Grabbing another wad of toilet paper, I went outside and resumed dressing. 
This was a tricky task given I had only one spare arm/hand to manage and needed to be extraordinarily careful to not 
get any blood on my bright, white shirt. Picture me threading my belt through the loops, getting my tie under my collar 
and then - tour de force - knotting the bloody thing! Tying my shoelaces was mere child's play by the time I got to 
them. At which point it was seven minutes past seven and I was so close to tears it wasn't funny. I returned to the 
bathroom and hardly dared remove the last batch of tissue but had no choice. In a display of recalcitrance that would 
destroy the patience of a saint, blood slowly welled along the length of the nick but - praise the Lord - did not 
overflow. It actually started to congeal and I doubt I have ever been so happy. Fifteen minutes earlier I would have 
been willing to murder someone to prevent myself having a shaving nick but now a red weal was so much better than a 
constant trickle of red fluid down my chin that my heart was fit to burst with joy. My, how fickle we are. Frustrated 
and angry at having my good looks disfigured, I had no choice but to leave and get up to Gerry's room. In my mad 
dash, I realised I had forgotten after shave and business cards but, what the hell? Only a  minute late when I knocked, 
she answered straight away and spent a long moment appraising me. 

'My, you do come up trumps when you try, James. You should dress formally more often.'

'Why, thank you. And you look terrific.' It was hardly the greatest compliment in the world but I was too preoccupied 
with drinking in this vision of loveliness to be able to mouth wondrous platitudes. She was sheathed, and that truly is 
the word, in a very tight-fitting black number that had narrow straps across her shoulders and a plunging neckline that 
didn't so much leave little to the imagination as turn a blow-torch onto it until it was operating at fever-pitch. Try as I 
might, I could hardly tear my eyes away from her cleavage. When I did, her smirk was awesome. Snap! The Venus fly 
trap had closed its door. Lowering my gaze, I noticed her hem came below her knee. Random thoughts careened 
through my brain until she laughed out loud and said:

'Jimmy, Jimmy, Jimmy. You must learn to disguise your thoughts. Promise me you'll never play poker.'

Given my brain had allocated only a small fraction of its capacity to actually listen to anything, it was perhaps no 
wonder that she wafted a hand in front of my face to capture my attention and then said: 'Hello!'

Moving right up close so that her chest was nearly touching my suit, she whispered: 'No, I'm not wearing any.'

I blushed immediately, realising that I had forgotten her earlier suggestion and automatically worn some myself. 
Bugger! 

Instantly, she read my features and said: 'Ah, so I don't mean that much to you?'

'No, that's not true,' I protested. 'You do. Really!'

She placed a fingertip on my lips and said: 'That's all right, James. It was only ever a joke. Relax.' Then, as if she had 
swapped places with someone else, her officious voice returned and she commanded me to follow her next door to 
Colin's room. Her gentle knock was followed by a gruff: 'I'll be there in a moment. Hold on a tick.'

As we cooled our heels, she rifled through her small black clutch purse, murmuring that she wanted to make sure she 
had plenty of business cards. Damn! My battle against death by drowning in my own blood had made me forget all 
about my own cards.

'Hey, I've left mine downstairs. Why don't I duck down and get some and meet you in the lobby. Won't be a mo.'
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'Okay, but don’t get held up.'

I raced around to the lift lobby and was delighted when one arrived almost immediately. I fished in my pocket for the 
key and rushed back to my room as soon as the doors opened. Once inside I grabbed some cards from the desk top and 
slipped them into my inside jacket pocket. Then I halted, struck by an idea. In a flash, I was undoing my belt and 
dropping my strides. I felt like a goose but thought; if it's good enough for her, it's good enough for me. I ripped off 
my undies and tossed them on the bed before rapidly getting myself back in order. It felt ridiculous because the fabric 
of the slacks was quite ticklish. As I made my way back to the lifts, I had to make a conscious effort to minimise the 
fabric rubbing on my privates. Still, it felt naughty and I guess that was the intention. When my lift arrived, it opened 
to reveal the Colin Porter and Geraldine.

'Good timing, Jimmy,' he boomed in the small space. 'Glad you could make it this evening. Saved me from having to 
put up with that arsehole Patterson. Anyway, seems you made quite an impression on Mayor Xie the other evening. 
He's said some very complimentary things about you. Should be happy to see you tonight.'

'Well, I'm honoured, of course, Mr Mayor. But that's as nothing compared to the chance to spend even five minutes in 
your own company.'

'Christ, you are so full of it, Jimmy,' he exclaimed in an exasperated but not unfriendly tone. 'Where does it come 
from? Have you ever known anyone with a mouth on them like this bloke, Gerry?'

'No, I can say he's one of a kind, Mr Mayor.'

Then we were at the Ground Floor and made our way across the broad lobby. Unable to shake naughty thoughts from 
my mind, I held back to watch Geraldine's rear end under the bright lights. There was certainly no visible panty line 
there. And that damned dress was so tight and silky I reckon you could spot a stray hair under it. The parting of her 
cheeks was quite visible and she was moving each side up and down like a bloody model on a catwalk. Being only 
human, that caused an instantaneous rush of blood to my privates which, without the soft protection of undies, was a 
very novel - and sensitive - experience. But just as I moved to create space for my surging erection against the 
comparatively harsh rub of my slacks, Gerry suddenly looked over her shoulder and caught me fiddling with myself. I 
mean, it was the briefest of moments - Christ, I was hardly playing with myself. Not in the bloody lobby of a major 
hotel - but I was sprung. And the bitch knew instantly! Without even breaking stride she flashed a smug smirk before 
resuming her conversation with the mayor. My face was crimson with embarrassment but fortunately a black 
limousine was already waiting in front of the main entrance and we went straight out as a driver emerged to hold open 
the rear door for Cr Porter, then Geraldine on the other side. I hopped in the front. There was little conversation 
between us on the drive as the mayor made a series of phone calls on his mobile to family and friends back home, 
pressing them for details of what was in the papers and what people had been saying about him in his absence. It just 
reinforced how egotistical most politicians are. In my experience, no matter at what level they operate, they always 
think their own little world revolves entirely around them. Whether this kind of ego is an essential precursor to seeking 
elected office or whether it develops as a by-product of everyone kow-towing to you once elected, I cannot say. Still, 
something happens. And it's hardly edifying.

Such thoughts receded as we entered The Bund. I could tell where we were by the sparkling reflections off the 
Huangpu River which was lit-up like a fireworks display thanks to a dazzling array of extraordinarily bright neon, 
LCD and plasma signs adorning buildings everywhere you looked. A misty rain had started to fall but it just enhanced 
the effect. There was no moon - that I could see - but the whole area was lit up nearly like day. As a spectacle it was 
breathtaking. The solid wall of old world colonial architecture along the Bund was offset by the exorbitantly futuristic 
skyline of the Pudong New Area on the other side of the river. The two outstanding features of this showcase of 
capitalism were the Jinmao Tower, one of the tallest buildings in Asia and the mind-boggling Oriental Pearl TV 
Tower. I swear I felt like a kid in a lolly shop so fabulous were the sights.

Our car turned into a side street, pulling up almost immediately. The driver opened a brolly to escort the mayor and 
Geraldine from the car to a brightly-lit doorway about twenty metres from the corner. I scampered after them and only 
got some light drizzle on me. The foyer we entered was remarkably upmarket with all the glitz that excessive money 
and trendy designers could create. A hostess in a gown that made Geraldine's dress look almost demure whisked us 
around a corner and into an elevator which stopped at the second floor. We emerged into another intimate but plush 
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lobby where a maitre de magically knew us immediately and asked us to follow him. Again I drew up the rear of our 
city's leader and his trusty confidant as we were escorted down a long passageway and into a very large but segmented 
room that could have seated a hundred or more people in either ostentatious display or splendid isolation. The 
restaurant was elegantly opulent and the fit-out was grand enough to be at home in a palace. I dared not think what it 
would cost to even make a booking in this place let alone eat here. The front of the room featured a long row of three 
metre tall colonial windows that offered breath-taking glimpses of the Pudong New Area. Our destination was a table 
for six which was already graced by Dr Xie, Michelle and the head of his Foreign Affairs office, Michael Shieh, whom 
we had met a couple of times over the past two days. Dr Xie and Mr Shieh were seated alongside each other with 
Michelle at the top end of the table. Mayor Porter and Geraldine were offered the seats across from our hosts and were 
thus afforded a magical view outside.  My seat was at the remaining end of the table, effectively between Gerry and 
Mr Shieh. Before we had even settled into our places, a flute of champagne almost magically appeared in front of each 
of us and Dr Xie immediately raised his glass to propose a toast but paused first to ask a question of Michelle. She 
turned to Mayor Porter and asked:

'Was Cr Patterson not able to join us this evening? Mayor Xie hopes he is all right.'

'No, he was not feeling very well and chose to rest. He asked me to send his apologies.'

Michelle relayed this to her mayor who looked a little surprised but nodded his head and then resumed his toast. I, on 
the other hand, was shocked because it was no time since I had seen Cr Patterson and he looked as happy as a pig in a 
mud hole. The unmistakeable implication was that Mayor Porter had simply not informed his council colleague of 
Mayor Xie's invitation and had got Geraldine to invite me instead to make up the numbers. What a low act! It had been 
made abundantly clear to me that Colin Porter played hard ball but the audacity of this little power-play had me 
shaking my head. Literally, which caught Geraldine's attention and she appraised the situation immediately and gave 
me a slight but unmistakeable shake of her head, instructing me to let the matter drop. There was no upside for me to 
pursue it in this gathering so I acquiesced.

My attention was distracted anyway as Michelle began her translation of Dr Xie's toast.

'It has been a real pleasure for me to host my new friends from Australia here in my District. Mayor Porter, I am 
delighted that you have brought business people to Xuhui in the hope of establishing new trade and commerce links. I 
sincerely hope that the business talks today and the next round tomorrow will be fruitful for you. My staff have been 
instructed to do anything they can to help you and your delegates so do not hesitate to ask for assistance. China and 
Australia share an exciting future that holds the promise of great benefits for the people of both nations. Truly it can be 
said that we are the old world and you are the new world but I do not think we are very different. Certainly our 
cultures are different but our attitudes, I find, are very similar. I particularly like the way Australians love to laugh. 
That is excellent. I think it is very good for health. I will be sad when you leave our District tomorrow and I regret that 
I will not be able to see you then. I have meetings that I cannot avoid, I am sorry. Still, I hope you will return to Xuhui. 
You will always be most welcome.  For myself, I will try to get to Raleigh within one year. That would be very good, I 
think. So, tonight we must celebrate our friendship. To you, Mayor Porter, as well as your excellent colleagues, Ms 
Pascoe and Mr James. To your very good health.'

We all eagerly raised our flutes and sipped the champagne. And it was champagne, too, not just imitation bubbles. 
Whenever you get the real thing, the difference is blindingly obvious. I was real keen to have another swig but Colin 
Porter was responding to Dr Xie.

'Your hospitality has been greater than anything we could have dreamed of, Mayor Xie, and we thank you most 
sincerely. You have also been more than generous with your time. That is greatly appreciated. Our business friends 
have been most impressed with the professionalism of your staff and I would like you to convey our thanks to them. It 
would be my absolute pleasure to welcome you and any of your colleagues to Raleigh. I would be delighted to have 
the chance to repay your kindness so do not be a stranger. We have learned many things while here in Xuhui and I am 
sure we will implement some of them back home. On behalf of all my colleagues, may I offer our sincere gratitude. 
Thank you.'

Well, that got everyone beaming, especially me because I could now attack the champagne with gusto. The lead-
crystal flutes were a work of art in themselves and were nearly nicer than their contents. Nearly, but not quite. Mr 
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Shieh didn’t speak English so Gerry and I were left fairly much to ourselves. A set banquet must have been ordered 
because a constant stream of delightful dishes just kept appearing in front of us. The food really was heavenly and I 
was getting quite adept with my chopsticks. I still kept dropping things every so often but Geraldine - this will come as 
no surprise - was like a bloody fourth generation Chinese she was so competent with them. 

We had moved on to some delightful white wine and I was having fun with it when Mayor Xie addressed me through 
Michelle.

'So, Mr James, I understand you are a journalist. What will you be writing about us, eh? Positive things, I hope?'

'Very positive, Mr Mayor. How could I do otherwise? This is such an amazing city and your own district is so pretty. I 
am thrilled to have been allowed to join this trade mission and I will boast to many, many people in the years to come 
that I have been here.'

'What has most impressed you?'

'The architecture, Dr Xie. So much of it is so audacious and creative. Many cities have very bland architecture but 
Shanghai is exciting. It is remarkable that the old sits so well alongside the new.'

'Yes, we are in a constant process of renewal. We do have to be careful not to lose too much of our heritage.'

'I have to agree, Mr Mayor, if you'll forgive me for saying so. I can’t help but feel that the rush to create opportunity 
for your people may be at a price of losing much of the native charm of this city.'

'Please do not be timid in your views on my account, Mr James. I welcome your honesty. And I do agree with your 
assessment. Tourism is a major industry for us and it will continue to grow so we must be careful to protect our 
indigenous culture. It is an asset.'

'Well, if I may say so, Dr Xie, I think your people are your greatest asset. Everyone we have met has been so friendly. 
It is a real positive for Shanghai. And I will be giving that message in my articles. My view is that this is a friendly, 
professional environment in which to do business. In short, I'll be singing your praises.'

When Michelle had finished her translation, her boss raised his glass in my direction and gave me a salute. It was a 
fine compliment that brought a flush to my cheeks.

'Perhaps, if you like us so much, you should consider coming here to work for a while?'

'Oh, Mr Mayor, you honour me far more than I deserve, to even suggest I could make a positive contribution here. I 
think I would really like it. The trouble is, sir, that I'd miss Aussie women too much. They are so gorgeous, I could not 
bear to be apart from them.'

Even I could tell from this bit of bullshit that the grog was starting to kick in. Even so, it made Geraldine flush a little 
so all was not lost. Mind you, I got a quizzical glance from Colin Porter so I let the conversation subside. Best to quit
while, if not actually ahead, at least still in the game, eh? The two mayors resumed their private conversation which 
left Gerry and I somewhat at a loose end. She broke the silence by saying very softly so Mr Shieh could not hear - I 
suspect she didn't believe he was not able to understand English: 'Were you paying me a compliment?'

'Oh, my word, Gerry. Good god, woman, just looking at you sets my heart on fire.'

She gave me an outwardly withering look but it was a front. 

'I'm serious, Geraldine,' I protested. 'You know damn well you are a hot item. You've got a body to die for and your 
mind is as sharp as anyone I've ever met. And you're pretty. Hey, it's a phenomenal package from where I sit.'

Just then, a waiter arrived with a fresh set of dishes - looked like shrimp in a thick sauce: yummy! - and as we were 
appraising it and licking our lips, I felt a very strange sensation coming up my leg. I nearly jumped I got such a fright 
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initially but I quickly realised it was not something I should be scared of. Hardly daring to look in her direction, I 
could nonetheless sense that Gerry was winding me up. It must have been her foot. It rose to my knee and then started 
towards my groin. However, it didn't get too far. Despite being a superwoman in so many other respects, I guess 
contortion tricks were not her go. Still, they say it's the thought that counts and the notion that this wondrous creature 
on my left was trying to tickle my penis with her foot was more than enough to give me a raging hard-on. It happened 
faster than the blink of an eye and it was perhaps just as well that blood drained to my groin because it diffused the 
flush lighting my face crimson. My hyperactive mind was working overtime to come up with an explanation for my 
embarrassment just in case either mayor - or Mr Shieh on my right - noticed anything untoward. I was prepared to 
pretend I was choking on something going down the wrong way if necessary. It became a moot point, however, as Cr 
Porter started discussing something with Geraldine and she withdrew her foot. Once they'd finished she returned her 
attention to me and asked, pointedly, how I was enjoying myself.

'It's an interesting meal and one I won’t forget in quite a while.'

'Yes, they were big entrees and main courses. Hope you've left enough room for desserts.'

'Yes, very filling,' I agreed. 'In fact, I may not have anything else here - just wait till I get back to the hotel for a 
nightcap, perhaps?'

'Sounds like you're keen for sweet dreams, James.'

'Keen doesn't come close, mate.'

Our byplay was interrupted by a waitress taking orders for coffee and I opted for a latte while Geraldine chose a 
skinny black. Determined to keep her figure, I supposed. Well, good luck to her.

When we had finished, Mayor Xie rose and we took our cue that it was time to call it a night. It was relatively early 
but while the restaurant was a stunner, I was champing at the bit to get back to the hotel and see if my luck held with 
Gerry. Oh, what a night - a phrase from an old hit tune - kept repeating itself in my head over and over again. As we 
dodged around tables on our way to the elevator, I noticed that I was a tad inebriated. My footwork was not all that it 
could be though I certainly wasn't staggering. Hmm. Need to watch my tongue then: so easy to screw up when you've 
had too much of a good thing. Mayor Xie's limousine had pride of place at the entrance foyer and he turned to say his 
goodbyes. He greeted each of us individually and did so in perfect English. The cunning bastard. Should have guessed 
he could understand what we were saying. I racked my memory for fear I might have said something untoward but 
could not recall any glitches. Hopefully I had been a good boy. That was, until he said: 'Enjoy your nightcap, Mr 
James' and gave me a truly wicked grin. I shook my head in honour of his gamesmanship and he slapped me on both 
shoulders. 'You really should think about coming back. I think you’d have a good time. I look forward to seeing you 
again.'

With that he was gone. Michelle reminded us she would be at the hotel first thing in the morning and then she, too, 
slipped away. Our car pulled straight into the empty space vacated by Mayor Xie and I was mightily impressed by the 
logistical ability of the Chinese: everything happened like clockwork. On the way back, Colin waxed lyrical about the 
value of our ties with Xuhui, He predicted it would lead to substantial two-way investments flows and the creation of 
many jobs back in Raleigh. He thought everything on the trip had gone without flaw thus far.

'Apart from Cr Patterson's ill health this evening.' As soon as I said it, I wished the ground would open up and swallow 
me. This time, I thought, you've gone too far, smartarse. 

The Mayor leaned forward in his seat until I could feel his breath on the back of my neck. It was not comfortable. 

'Jimmy, my friend, I think you and I understand each other. But just in case we don't, let me make it perfectly clear to 
you. Cross me and I will break you into little pieces and dance on them. One fucking word to that prick Patterson 
about tonight and it will be more than your life is worth. Screw me on this and you'll wish your mother had miscarried. 
You clear on that?'

'Perfectly, Mr Mayor. Hey, I was only joking, you know.'
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'I do, Jimmy. Really I do. But I wasn't.' The flat finality of his tone was like a slap across the face and I wanted to so 
badly to tell him where to get off. Wouldn't know a fucking sense of humour if he fell over it, the bastard. But my 
income depended on him and I hadn't had so much to drink that I was stupid enough to tear up my meal ticket. Still, I 
was angry and offended now. My inability to vent my annoyance only increased my frustration. No-one spoke for the 
remainder of the journey.

Back in the hotel, Colin made a point of shaking my hand and telling not to be offended. It was just the rules of the 
game, he said. Then he suggested Gerry and I might like to have one for the road. He was turning-in, though, because 
he was knackered. 

'See you bright and early in the morning,' he chirped while striding off to the lifts. Geraldine took my elbow and 
suggested it might be best if we did have a quick refreshment. We wandered into the piano bar just as Brendan, Kelvin 
and a few of the others were leaving. Brendan said we should come up to his suite. Seemed he'd been given an upgrade 
and had a series of rooms that was like a hotel within a hotel. 'Got heaps of free grog up there so pop in. It's 1422.'

From the sound of their raucous laughter, it would be a real knees-up. Gerry grabbed a seat while I ordered us both a 
Cointreau over ice. As I sat she asked if I was angry with the mayor.

'I'm getting sick and tired of him threatening me and treating me like a kid. Does he really think I'm that naïve?'

'No, James, he doesn't,' she soothed. 'Still, you have to realise that there's a lot at stake in his job. He leads a staff of 
well over five hundred and an annual budget in excess of $200 million. It's a lot of responsibility. And he doesn’t get 
much support from the other councillors. They're all pushing their own barrows and would sell their mothers for 
advantage. It really is a cut-throat business.'

'Christ, do you think I don't know that, Gerry? I've spent more than a decade involved in and around politics. I know 
what it's like. The fact that I can't stand that mongrel Patterson only makes it worse. Does Colin really think I'd sell 
him down the drain?'

'It's not you, James. You have to understand that. In his position, there's no-one he can truly trust. That's why he and I 
are so close. Apart from his own family, he's fair game to anyone else. That's just a reality. Politics is a dog-eat-dog 
business in which your friend today is your enemy tomorrow and your friend again the following week. Half the time 
there's not even any malice involved: it's just intensely competitive. Anyway, finish your drink and I'll see if I can’t 
ease your tension. Unless, of course, you'd rather pop up to Brendan's for a drink?' She grinned like a cat that's just 
finished a bowl of cream.

'Like bloody hell, woman. I'm not letting you out of my sight.'

'Okay, then, let's go.'

She said we should go to my room because Colin was just a little too close for comfort. When we entered, I took off 
my jacket wondering how to progress things from here. I needn't have worried because Gerry interrupted my thoughts 
to ask if I had a memory stick and could I put a copy of my first China story on it for her to discuss with Colin at their 
regular debrief next morning. It was hardly the romantic interlude I had been hoping for and the request came as quite 
a surprise. With sex rather than work on my mind, I was about to express my annoyance but any such notion was 
driven from my mind by Gerry sitting on the bed and purring:

'Come on. Look what's waiting for you. Don't keep me waiting!'

She had started to inch the black material of her dress up her thighs and I leapt for my laptop as if someone had 
applied an electric current to my testicles. Goddamn but the thing was slow to boot up! That wanton hussy twice 
flashed open her legs to taunt me but I couldn’t see anything because her skirt was still not high enough. With almost 
feverish haste, I retrieved the memory stick from my briefcase and opened my China folder, found the Raleigh
Economic Development Board story and copied it. The whole thing only took maybe three minutes but it seemed like 
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a lifetime. As I handed-over the stick, Gerry popped it into her purse and placed in on the edge of the desk with her 
room key. 

'Now, Mr James, it's time for some hands-on healing.'

I stood in front of her as she made quick work of removing my tie and instructed me to undo my cuffs as she undid all 
the other buttons of my shirt. She ran her hands over my chest hair and told me I must be very virile. I would have 
responded but my tongue seemed strangely unable to work. Then it was off with my belt and down with my slacks. 
She allowed me to remove my shoes and socks and as I stood up, my erection was fit to burst. I wanted this woman so 
bad. Couldn’t wait to see her breasts and the rest.

But first she stood and told me to lie on the bed. When I was prone she slithered her dress up once again - but still not 
quite enough for me to see her glittering prize - and then prised apart my legs so she could kneel between them. I 
noticed I was quivering and wondered if it was nerves or the coolness of the air-conditioning. I especially hoped she 
didn't notice but there seemed to be only one thing on her mind and she leaned forward and took my best mate in hand. 

'You must be very proud of this, James. He's quite a fellow.'

Now, under other circumstances I could perhaps have made sensible conversation with someone wanting to engage 
me. However, when a gorgeous woman has my dick in her hand and she is about to fellate me, well, I'm sorry, but 
words fail me. Thoughts did enter my mind but they were scrambled and, when she kissed my tip, well, I guess I just 
lost the plot and surrendered to pleasure. God, it felt heavenly. The warmth, the wetness, the naughtiness. Half of me 
just wanted to enjoy the sensation but the evil twin wanted to see this amazing creature giving me head. He wanted 
reassurance that someone I thought of as a goddess was actually - really and truly - blowing me. He forced me to raise 
my head and prise my eyelids apart so that I could be properly satisfied that it really was Geraldine and not some hotel 
maid applying the establishment's customer care policy. But, no, when I saw that picture of beauty look up at me and 
wink, I swooned. 

Guess you tend to think guys don't swoon. Bullshit. I had concentric waves of sensual gratification washing through
my body and it was heaven. From toenail to eyebrow, I was tingling. This woman was playing me like an instrument. 
One hand cupped my balls while the other stroked my shaft. And, always, those lips - that tongue - attacked me at 
every opportunity. They mounted full frontal assaults and diversionary campaigns. They pressed their advantage then 
beat a retreat. The sensations robbed me of vitality. My body simply surrendered. But the evil twin wouldn't say die. 
He kept my head bobbing up to see those lips wrapped around my manhood. Slurping me like some out-of-this-world 
ice block. Then nibbling my balls like a tasty treat. And all the while my body stretched taut as barbed wire with an 
electric current running through it. My back was arched with the pain of her pleasure. Then the surge. That 
unmistakeable feeling of impending release. Tight, at first, in my testicles but relentlessly spreading. Tummy and 
thighs; chest and knees, shoulders and toes. Involuntarily a gasp escaped my lips - a feeble attempt to warn her that 
Mount Vesuvius was about to explode. God, how I wanted to witness that but I could not open my eyes. A fever had 
gripped my body robbing me of control. I wanted to see how she would react but I just couldn't. I do recall that she did 
not take her lips away when I lost consciousness. A tiny voice was telling me I had just been paid an enormous 
compliment but I could not hear the message properly. I just knew satisfaction. Complete, unadulterated, all-
conquering satisfaction. I saw a white light, I've got to tell you. Some people say they see such a thing when they have 
a near-death experience; I had it when Gerry went down on me.

Oh, hold on. Shit, someone's turned on the lights! Christ, what's going on? I'm trying to wake up out of the deepest 
dream imaginable. Finally I get my eyes opened and focused only to see Gerry by the side of the bed tugging down her 
dress and offering me a goodbye.

'Sorry, baby, got to run. Hope you enjoyed that. I certainly did. I've got an early morning meeting with the mayor. I'll 
see you in the lobby when we take off for the business meetings. Keep smiling, mate.'

And she was gone. The clunk of the door was like a hammer on my heart. Nirvana had been supplanted by nausea, for 
truly I felt sick. My soul had reached out to this woman. She gave me a gift and I felt bonded. But she had turned and 
run. Her gift had no value, now, because she had not invested it with any of herself. I felt cheapened and bereft like I 
had suffered a loss. If I was honest, I began lusting after this woman some three or four years earlier, when we had 
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first met. Her allure was so overpowering, I was smitten at first sight. Experience told me I was hardly alone in that. 
This one was a heart-breaker, I knew, but even so I could not resist the bait. Still, I had kept my emotions in check and 
had played the game assiduously ever since. I had kept my lust to manageable proportions and never allowed it to 
become obvious. She knew this and I felt it was one of the things that had finally prompted her to share herself with 
me. But in reality she had not shared. She had serviced me but she had not made an emotional connection. And I felt 
violated.

Goddamn. I had just received the best blow job of my life by one of the sexiest woman I had ever known and here I 
am complaining about dissatisfaction! Am I a loony? Should I be locked-up for my own good? Would shock treatment 
help me re-discover a sense of proportion?

I had no answers to any of these questions: just a gaping black hole in the heart of my being where my self-respect had 
been. Even as I defined these thoughts, they seemed ridiculous. Were I to tell any bloke alive that I had just been given 
head by Geraldine Pascoe, they would be congratulating me on my good fortune. So, how come I felt violated? Don't 
bloody know, but I did.

Once again, I felt a shower might offer salvation so I hobbled into the bathroom in the hope of expunging my guilt. It 
was still not quite ten o'clock when I emerged and I craved distraction to put that woman out of mind. Chinese 
television, I have to say, ain't that grand. Most of it is incomprehensible and the few satellite channels into the hotel 
were showing crap. Suddenly, I thought of Brendan and his invitation to join him for drinks. Now there was an idea! I 
got dressed again - with jocks this time! - but left off my jacket and tie and headed for the 14th floor. His room was at 
the end of the corridor and I could hear laughter coming from inside. A very happy Brendan - or should I say, quite 
pissed Brendan - heard my third knock and let me in. There was whooping and hollering coming from another room 
and I wondered what could be causing such mirth. 

'Mate, glad you could join us,' Brendan mumbled. 'Come and get a drink. Hey, let me show you around. This is the 
best place I've ever stayed in.'

Following him into the main room I was stunned by its size: twice as big as my own room. Which was just as well 
because . . .  Well, I wasn't sure why. It was just that there were these three people sprawled across the floor in front of 
a coffee table, laughing hysterically at whatever was on the screen of a large laptop computer. 

'Oh, don't worry about them. Come and see the rest of the place.' And he wandered off to one side with me in tow. 
There was a curved corridor - yeah, go figure, a curved corridor in a hotel room! - which led into a huge bedroom that 
could have slept three families of African refugees. Hey, I don’t want to make light of their plight but you get the 
picture. It was BIG! Then we reversed direction and headed back through the lounge. 

'You're gonna die when you see this!'

We entered a bathroom that could have housed a debutants' ball and, yes, I was crushed with envy. There, above the 
bath, was a wall-mounted television set. How bloody decadent! The shower recess could have accommodated a six-
member family and the controls for the taps could have tested the aptitude of a NASA space pilot. Serious luxury.

'So, how did you get this, Brendan?' I enquired, trying to keep the envy out of my voice. Probably unsuccessfully 
though he was so far gone it didn't matter.

'Haven’t got a bloody clue mate, but, shit, I like it!'

He lurched back out into the main room where Samantha tried - with limited success, I have to say - to pull her skirt 
down far enough to hide her undies. There was simply too much flesh, too little material and insufficient sobriety to 
make a difference. Kelvin was using her as a cushion and I guess it was his demonstrable lack of interest in her nether 
regions that had allowed her to feel so comfortable. Ted Sanders was the last of the trio but he couldn't drag his eyes 
away from whatever was on the laptop's screen. Even in his inebriated state, Brendan recognised that some explanation 
was required. 
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'There was nothing on the telly so I remembered some blue DVDs I had loaded onto my hard drive. Seem popular!' 
And with that he crashed sideways onto the couch. 

'Grab yourself a drink,' he muttered before I was sure he passed out.

Looking around I spotted a bar fridge that was nearly as big as my domestic one back home. It was crammed with all 
manner of goodies and I chose an open bottle of bubbly to help get me in the mood. Armed with a full flute of good 
cheer, I made my way back to the engrossed trio and their laptop. Since there was no clear viewing space, I could 
hardly see the screen but it was obvious that quite a number of people were engaged in some frightfully acrobatic 
sexual antics. Ted and Kelvin were maintaining a running dialogue of oohs and aahs while Samantha kept telling them 
they were very naughty boys. I took me no time to down my first glass and I refilled it quickly. Resuming my seat, it 
struck me that Kelvin was making a play for Ted and it seemed very likely that Samantha had had her eye on Brendan 
- or vice versa. Suddenly, I felt very out of place. I was, while hardly sober myself, nowhere near as wasted as this lot 
and I was the odd man out. All of which simply made my existing unease thanks to Geraldine all the more acute. I 
decided I simply didn't want to be there any more and made a hasty excuse that I had to be up early and would look 
forward to seeing them all in the lobby at 9.00. I don't think they even noticed my departure, to be frank. Certainly 
Brendan didn't because he was snoring mightily.  And, to look at the rest, Kelvin seemed as though he might be 
molested by Samantha if only he could stop patting Ted's backside. Any which way, I didn’t want to see how it played 
out.

Once back into the corridor, I pulled the door shut and stood still for a moment to breathe a sigh of relief. No matter 
how bad I felt about Geraldine, it was better than being caught up with that lot. I headed off for the lifts in as straight a
line as I could manage. Which wasn't very straight at all. I was nearly in the bright light of the elevator lobby when I 
saw a door open ahead and someone looking suspiciously like Jodie Parsons emerged. It all happened quickly but I 
was sure she blew a kiss to whoever was inside the room before making her way further down the corridor and letting 
herself into another room. She hadn't seen me and I was glad because my heart was suddenly beating very fast. Not 
sure why, just a strange feeling I had. Now that the coast was clear, I stumbled a bit further down the corridor until I 
could see the room number that Jodie had left. It was 1404 and that rang a bell but I couldn’t think why. I staggered 
back to the lifts and caught the next one down to the tenth floor and trod an unsteady path to my room. Once into the 
sanctuary of my own space, all the emotional tension of the day crowded in on me and I felt enormously tired. An 
inner voice kept telling me I should pack my bags for the morning but I simply didn't have the strength to comply. 
Barely managing to rip off my clothes, I staggered to the bed and crawled under the cover to be sound asleep within 
seconds. It felt like bliss.
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Chapter Thirteen

A new day dawns

About now you are going to be thinking: a) Jimmy James is a pisspot, or b) freelance journalists are pisspots, or c) 
foreign trade mission delegates are pisspots. Perhaps it's true of all three. Certainly all my journo mates love a cold one 
on a hot day. And I could, perhaps, like a drop of the doings just a tad too much. And I can't answer for the others on 
this trade mission but from what I saw last night the bulk of them had a bit of a thirst, too. Such musings certainly 
warranted deeper consideration but, hey, moral dilemmas are way too much of a hassle first thing in the morning, 
especially when you're bleary-eyed and your brain feels like it's cotton wool with rough edges. So, guess what I did? 
Yep, put it all out of mind and hauled my sorry arse into the shower which - thank god - worked its usual recuperative 
magic. While I dressed, I ate a banana and a crisp apple from a bowl on a side table and was feeling as though I was 
getting my act together again. My bags were fairly well packed so it didn't take much effort to get everything stashed 
away to avoid being all crushed when we arrived at our next destination: Suzhou. 

Not having had any exercise to speak of for three days, I was beginning to feel very guilty so I decided to lug my own 
bags down to the foyer. Quite a few of the gang were already there so I proceeded to finalise my account at Reception. 
As I was doing so, Sally Ferguson came up and instructed me not to pay anything because she was using her Council 
credit card to pay for Cr Patterson and myself. 

'You can reimburse your bar tab later,' she said in a not unfriendly way but without any of the warmth that had been 
there two days earlier. 

'Thank you, Sally. Hey,' I said grabbing her elbow gently, 'perhaps you'll let me buy you a drink tonight?'

She blushed instantly and replied: 'Thanks. Let's just see what happens when we get there, okay?' Then she wandered 
away to organise whoever else needed a push along.

Brendan and Ted were looking quite seedy and not a little lost as they huddled together in front of the Reception 
counter. I asked them what time they'd finished. 

'It was four o'clock when we decided Samantha really shouldn't show Kelvin what he was missing out on by being 
gay,' Ted said, rolling his eyes to heaven. 'By the way, where are those two?'

'Dunno,' mumbled Brendan. 'Don't much bloody care, either. Christ my head hurts!'

Just as I was asking if anyone knew what room Sam was in, she came bowling along the lobby looking attractive and 
quite fresh. It must be make-up that gives women an advantage because, by my reckoning, she should have looked like 
death warmed-up given how out-of-it she had been early that morning.

Kelvin appeared shortly after and was a defining example of the need for make-up. God, but he looked awful. So much 
so that Sally was fussing over him, asking if he was going to be okay but he shrugged her off and said he'd be fine.

That was when the ever-lovely and perpetually pleasant Michelle arrived and said the bus was waiting for us. Since all 
our luggage wouldn’t fit into the side compartments, she suggested we load the extras down the back and then sit in 
the remaining seats. There was no sign of Geraldine, the Mayor or Cr Patterson  but when I asked Sally she said they 
had left separately just before I came down. Their luggage, however, was still with us and would I be so kind as to 
help load it? Always the gentleman, I got stuck in. Figured it was better than no exercise at all. Once that was done, I 



119

looked around for Sally's gear only to see Jodie Parsons manhandling it onto the bus before retrieving her own solitary 
case. With nothing left to do, I grabbed a seat at the rear and watched as everyone else climbed aboard. Rafe was silent 
and solitary as always and took his preferred spot right at the front. Kelvin and Samantha kept quite a distance between 
each other but there didn't seem to be any tension between them. Sam's charms must not have been enough to persuade 
Kelvin to switch sexual preferences, I concluded. Brendan and Ted now seemed like pals after their night on the turps 
though both looked as though they might need an urgent roadside stop at any moment. But it was Sally who was 
interesting. She hopped on board and placed a bag of what looked like corporate gifts on the seat next to the window, 
then sat on the aisle. Jodie was next aboard and looked to grab a spot next to Sally but found her options closed-off.  I 
couldn’t help but think it was a deliberate move on Sally's part. If she had sat next to the window and put the bag on 
the aisle, it would be easy for someone to come along and move the bag. But the way she did it, she was virtually 
guaranteed no companion. My mind began replaying the events of last night - what I could remember anyway - and 
the image of Jodie blowing a kiss as she emerged from a room and then wandering down the hallway to another room 
commanded my attention. Something was nagging at me but I couldn't think what. Just then the bus lurched off and we 
were on our way to the next round of business talks before we took off for Suzhou. It was another gloriously sunny 
day and everything seemed rosy. That was when it struck me! The room Jodie had come out of was in the same 
position as Cr Patterson's when I had visited him the previous evening. That was 1204. And Sally had said when we 
left that she was two floors directly above him. That was 1404. Which meant that Jodie Parsons had come out of Sally 
Ferguson's room in the middle of the night while blowing the occupant a kiss.  Well, bugger me!

Any lingering remnant of a hangover was shunted aside as I eagerly began putting two and two together and came up 
with four, eight and sixteen in quick succession. Jodie had been running after Sally like a lovesick puppy for days and 
I had suspected from very early in the piece that Jodie was gay. So . . . had these two had a tryst last night? Sally had 
been pissed-off with me and Geraldine. Maybe she got caught on the rebound by the garden gnome? Maybe she 
preferred women? Maybe . . . Maybe what? Maybe nothing. But, no, there had to be something to all this. Was that 
why Sally wouldn’t let Jodie sit next to her this morning? Was she feeling guilty? My, my! A spark of electricity was 
coursing through me as I contemplated this soupcon of scandal. A lesbian love affair: how exciting! I couldn’t wait to 
tell . . . to tell who, Jimmy?

That was when my little fantasy thrill hit a brick wall. Damn, it had been quite titillating there for a moment. After all, 
lesbian sex is a staple of guys' imaginations. Dunno why it works for us, it just does. Maybe because it's just something 
most of us don't ever get to experience. At any rate, the more I thought about it, the more I realised that there was no-
one I should share this with. For a start, the whole thing could have been entirely innocent. I was, after all, just 
stringing guesses together to come up with a scenario that suited my particular fantasy need. And what if they had
been having a torrid bout of love-making? As I glanced down the aisle at the two of them, they seemed so innocent. 
What did their private lives have to do with anyone else? Nothing, of course, and my shoulders slumped as I realised I 
would have to be responsible and shut my mouth. Bugger!

Still, my evil twin piped-up, it was interesting to think of how they might have been. God, I bet Jodie would die to get 
hold of Sally's body. Wouldn’t she have a feast with that, eh? It'd be like climbing Mount Everest for her! All those 
hills and valleys. And Sally? What of her? Ah, now that was where I had trouble. I couldn't see her really wanting to 
share a bed with Jodie. Yes, she hadn't seemed to mind all of Jodie's attention over recent days but that was a long way 
short of wanting to have sex with her. And she had told Jodie to get lost - nicely - when we had been together in the 
Shanghai Museum. And she had been coming-on to me. Truth be known, I still wanted Sally to like me; to have the 
hots for me, not some short-arsed, green-thumbed gremlin. If Sally preferred Jodie then my own sense of self-worth 
would be deflated, wouldn't it? So, of course there was no lesbian love affair! They were just good friends who 
happened to be up a little late. That was all. 

Yeah, right, Jimmy. I knew what I had seen and Jodie's kiss goodbye had been very sensual and loving. There was just 
something about it that was way more sexual than just friendly. Anyway, we were now back at the Foreign Affairs 
office and due to start our second round of business talks. I needed to get some good background copy for my articles 
so I grabbed my notebook and forced my head into the right space to be productive. As we entered the large room once 
more, the big red and gold Welcome Raleigh banner was still adorning the back wall and we were encouraged yet 
again to join this new batch of local business people for the obligatory photos. Even if we were feeling a little jaded, 
the locals seemed to be jumping out of their skins with pleasure at meeting us, so in no time our whole mood became 
one of infectious enthusiasm. Amazing how that can happen.
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As our various trade mission delegates were paired-off with Chinese business people, I wandered around to their tables 
and listened-in to the translators working to make sense of their cross-cultural differences, language difficulties and 
differing business ethics to try to make a deal happen. It was capitalism in motion but the amazing thing was that the 
Chinese - these supposedly militaristic communists - were more adroit at deal-making than our Aussies. As I pondered 
this, it occurred to me that communism was only a relatively recent phenomenon for the Chinese. Chairman Mao had 
led his revolutionaries to power back in the Forties, wasn't it? Not all that long ago in the scheme of things. I mean, it 
wasn't as if the country had been communist for ever and a day. Perhaps the ruling Communist Party was just another 
phase - a minor detour, maybe - on this extraordinary nation's path. They had been travelling it for some seven 
thousand years now so what was a decade or two of communism? An aberration? An inclination? An experiment? Or, 
the true path? Who could know? Yet, I had an overwhelming sense as I watched these local people relishing the cut 
and thrust of deal-making with a capability and enjoyment which seemed utterly instinctive that communism was a 
passing fad. Yes, it was currently deeply ingrained into this society and, yes, my own background gave me a bias 
towards capitalism but, even so, I could not help but feel that communism might be simply a transitory phase for 
China. 

Regardless of my socio-political musings, if facial expressions were anything to go by, business was happening all 
around me. There was a palpable air of excitement and urgency enveloping the room. The buzz of Chinese and Aussie 
accents had started out quite loudly but now it was strident. Such was the background din that hardly anyone noticed 
the entrance of Cr Patterson followed by Geraldine and Mayor Colin Porter. They slipped in with Helen at their side 
but all the participants at the various tables were too intent on their personal negotiations to check out the newcomers. 
I was one of the very few unoccupied people so they clustered around me. The Mayor was particularly chirpy while Cr 
Patterson was his frequently subdued self and Geraldine was a study in formality though I did gain the impression she 
was doing her best to avoid any serious interaction with me. As we stood and watched the chatter around the room, I 
noticed Sally Ferguson glance up from a table and recognise the new arrivals. However, she seemed to take one look 
at Cr Patterson and turned away to re-engage herself at the table. Unusual, I thought, but there wasn't much in it and I 
wondered if I wasn't jumping at shadows in respect of her anyway. 

Maybe I should just put Sally entirely out of mind and concentrate on Geraldine. She had, after all, gone down on me 
magnificently last night and looked an absolute treat this morning in her customary tight-as-a-second-skin slacks and a 
close-fitting top that accentuated her ample breasts very nicely. Normally she would have worn a jacket but it was a 
steamy day and she had it draped across her left arm. God, but I'd love to get amongst those tits. They would be 
wondrous, I was sure. Even so, I still felt somewhat cheated after last night though I had no reasonable cause to do so. 
It was just this nagging notion that she had used me. The very concept was ridiculous, I chastised myself. Can't you 
remember what she looked like down there? Not to mention the pleasure you felt. And she swallowed, don’t forget 
that, mister! Still, there was something not quite right about it and her cool aloofness this morning simply seemed 
proof of my paranoia.

Not feeling entirely comfortable in the company of the politicians, I wandered over to the table Samantha was sitting 
at and tried to get a gist of the conversation. Very quickly, it became apparent that the local businessman owned a 
chain of tea houses - a stylised Chinese version of a coffee shop, I guessed - and he wanted a package of training 
modules for managers of his shops. He seemed quite taken with Samantha and was asking for details of her various 
programs and the costs for delivering them in Chinese, in Shanghai. Sam appeared somewhat flustered when he said 
he wanted her - and only her - to deliver the training. It would be hard for me to get that much time away from my 
business in Australia, she said. But I thought you wanted new business here, he replied with deadpan adroitness. Her 
only response was to suggest she would see what she could do. Still, both parties seemed quite keen to do a deal. That 
would make for a good story later.

Rafe was my next target and he was talking the leg off the table as a youngish Chinese man listened intently to the tall
Aussie's mind-numbing statistics about how good his asphalt system was and how it would save the Chinese a fortune 
in repair and maintenance costs. I wondered if he wasn't talking over the head of the young man but was put back in 
my place smartly when the local broke into English with an impeccable American accent and demanded to know 
under what licensing conditions Rafe's company would make available the process. The young man had a number of 
business cards in front of him and I asked by a polite nod of the head if I could have one. 

'Be my guest, sir,' he replied in a voice straight out of Friends. I noted that he had an MBA from Harvard and felt 
immediately guilty about thinking his business skills might have been inferior. The prick could probably buy and sell 
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me. It seemed he was just about to do that to poor Rafe. I wondered how they would end up. Might be another 
interesting story if it turned out we were selling the farm too cheaply. 

I just made Jodie's table only to have the translator wind-up the conversation with:

'I'm sorry that did not seem to work out, Ms Parsons. I think Mr Chou is after distribution rights for a range of 
wholesale parts. Your retail supplies are not big enough for him. So sorry.'

Oh, well. I'd always thought she would have difficulty in her line. 

A few of the other discussions were winding-up but Ted Sanders still had two people waiting. As I tuned-in, it seemed 
the Chinese loved the idea of studying Down Under. From what Ted was saying, Southern Star University had several 
hundred Chinese students on its campus already. The standards of Australian university education were perceived to 
be very high and the chance to master English in the stable political environment of Australia close to all the 
attractions available at one of the world's major tourist destinations was a powerful package. Ted had cast-off his 
hangover, I could tell, and was completely animated as he doled-out brochures and information packs faster than the 
Chinese could stash them away. But timetables are something the Chinese take very seriously and Helen indicated we 
would have to leave. With that, she called a halt to proceedings and introduced a middle-aged, smartly dressed woman 
standing to one side as Vice District Mayor, Madame Wu who was standing-in for Mayor Xie who could not be with 
us this morning due to other commitments. Madame Wu gave a short speech in which she thanked us for our interest 
in her District and hoped we would be able to conclude some valuable deals. She said she had read much about 
Australia and thought it would be a wonderful country to visit. She wished us well on our trip to Suzhou and expressed 
her hope that we could all return before too long. 

Colin Porter thanked her for her kind comments but then turned to Cr Patterson and said he would ask him to provide a 
vote of thanks for our hosts. Looking slightly surprised at this invitation to share the limelight, Cr Patterson 
nonetheless rose to the occasion instantly.

'Thank you, Madame Wu. It is with sadness that we will leave Xuhui today. We have made some wonderful 
friendships in our very short time here and will carry memories of your beautiful district in our hearts forever. Your 
kindness and generosity has made our stay very memorable. Australia and China are already major trading partners but 
if early indications of our business talks here are anything to go by, we'll be doing a lot more business into the future. 
Please pass on to Mayor Xie our very best wishes and to all your staff who have looked after us so well. I am sure our 
Mayor agrees with me that we would be delighted to welcome you in Raleigh any time you can join us. It would be 
our great pleasure to repay your hospitality.'

This brought strong applause from everyone in the room and Cr Patterson was clearly delighted to have turned-in such 
a good performance. Colin Porter might have had second thoughts about his inclusiveness but kept his face bland. 
With that we were ushered back out into the courtyard to start our bus journey north. We were told the driver did not 
speak any English but that he knew the way well and would return as soon as he had dropped us off in Suzhou. It was, 
apparently, only a ninety minute journey. As we clambered aboard, most people chose to sit by themselves, even 
Geraldine and Colin Porter. Steve Patterson was the surprise exception and I saw him effectively shoe-horn himself in 
alongside Sally Ferguson. Oh well, she liked him so she could hardly complain. I grabbed a spot behind Kelvin and in 
front of Ted. Feeling I should make an effort to be nice to Kelvin, I leaned forward and asked how the business talks 
had gone for him. He seemed surprised I was making the effort but responded pleasantly.

'It's such a shame. They just don't seem to understand interpretive displays. There's no awareness of the equipment and 
techniques we're using in Australia. So far behind!'

'So, it's been a waste of time for you?'

'Oh, no, dear. Not at all. I met this fabulous guy yesterday and I think we may meet again if I can get back here. And 
the great thing is that this morning I was introduced to the boss of some cultural bureau who takes historical displays 
around to schools. He's part of the government, not a businessman. I shared some ideas with him and he seemed really 
impressed. A lovely man, he was, although with simply dreadful teeth. Should have them all out and go for a set of 
dentures. But I didn’t tell him that, of course!'
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'Naturally,' I agreed

'I have to send him a proposal outlining some of the options we could do for him and the relevant costings. It's a long 
shot, I guess, but still I'm in there with a chance.'

'And not just with the culture bureau guy, by the sounds of it.'

'You are such a cheeky thing, Mr James. But, yes, I had never contemplated a Chinese friend though now I'm quite 
keen to try. Could be so much fun exploring each other's cultures. So to speak!'

'You're a tart, Kelvin, admit it.'

'Let no-one ever say you’re not observant, Mr James.' With an exchange of friendly grins, we settled back into our 
seats and watched as the inner-city traffic hemmed us in during our slow but steady progress towards the suburbs.

I was so intent on watching the unfolding skyline that I actually jumped when I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was 
Geraldine who handed me my memory stick.

'Thanks for the loan, Jimmy. I sent the story through to Michael Collins this morning. He'll issue it to the local papers 
on Council's official media release template.'

'Why, thanks, Gerry.' There was so much more I wanted to say but there was no privacy and she forestalled me 
anyway by saying:

'I'm going to try and grab a nap so I'll see you when we get there.'

Suddenly I felt Cr Patterson's beady eyes on me so I leant into the aisle and said:

'Your story has gone through to Michael Collins who will release it to all the local papers.'

'Good. Thank you, Jimmy. What's next?'

'I'm just compiling background info at the moment, Councillor. I'll do another follow-up for the local media after we 
finish in Suzhou and get into Beijing. Then it will just be the magazine articles when we get home.'

'Sounds good to me.'

As I settled back, I realised I'd not had much sleep myself and could feel that lovely languor settling as tiredness 
overtook my interest in the passing countryside.

I awoke to feel the bus lurch sideways then straighten. As my eyes focused, we were travelling through sun-drenched 
green fields bisected frequently with drainage canals and small creeks. A rash of expensive-looking new houses was 
popping-up all over the place. They were mostly two-storey block houses but were tarted-up quite nicely when 
finished. They defied description as any architectural style I was familiar with but they certainly did not have much 
connection with what I believed was traditional Chinese architecture. Certainly they were not peasant houses: way 
better than that. In fact, they resembled that growing Australian trend of the McMansion - overly large and 
ostentatious dwellings that were built more to impress than to meet actual accommodation needs. It all just seemed, 
well, so un-Chinese somehow. But in a world wracked by conspicuous consumption fuelled by avaricious television 
networks who could blame the Chinese for following suit? 

Once again, my thoughts were interrupted by the sound of strange things happening with the bus' gearbox. We were 
cruising along, I'd guess, at about 100 kilometres an hour, overtaking some slow vehicles but getting left well behind 
by others clearly eager to get where they were going as fast as possible. The freeway was a doozy, every bit as good as 
anything you might find in Los Angeles or other places where top-notch roads are de rigeur. Yes, there it went again. I 
peered down the aisle to see the driver pushing the gear stick into a notch where it plainly didn't want to go. Over the 
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next few minutes, I watched and heard him do whatever he was doing several more times. It seemed as though he'd 
think he was in fourth gear and try to push it into fifth, or overdrive. But he was already in fifth, even my inexpert ear 
could tell that. As I was wondering what the hell he was playing at, there was another drift sideways which drew a 
sharp blast from the horn of someone overtaking us on the inside lane. Then it occurred to me! The bloody driver was 
dozing. And here we were careering along at 100kmh, facing death. Fuck! I stared crazily at everyone around me but 
most had drifted off and were blissfully unaware of the danger. The only one who seemed to be awake was Samantha 
and she appeared entirely untroubled. I stood and made my way along the three metres or so of aisleway between my 
seat and the driver. Twice I had to grab an armrest to compensate for the increasingly erratic lurching of the bus. What 
was wrong with the rest of these people? Did they have no idea they were about to die? As I got to the driver, I 
recalled Helen's parting advice that the driver spoke no English. Shit! As I looked over his shoulder I could see his 
eyelids drooping as he struggled ever more ineffectually to stay awake. I glanced up to see a posse of very large lorries 
ahead that we were about to overtake - unless, of course, this bloody driver finally lost control and ploughed into the 
back of them. My forehead and armpits were now moist with the sweat of fear. I struggled vainly to think of 
something to say but as the bus started veering to the left once again and I could see the guardrail coming alarmingly 
close, I reached out and touched the driver's arm. He nearly leapt out of his seat he got such a fright and that only 
resulted in him dragging the steering wheel to the right in his confusion. This triggered such a violent blast of 
someone's air horn that I nearly dropped a load in my slacks. My head snapped around to see a giant passenger coach 
overtaking us with the driver gesticulating fiercely. My pulse was now racing and my heart was pounding a military 
tattoo in my chest but as I glanced back down at the driver his eyelids were staring to droop once again. This time, 
faced with near-certain death or disfigurement, I shunted aside niceties and screamed at the driver to bloody wake up. 
This brought a chorus of calls from the other passengers behind me but hardly had any impact on our driver. 
Wondering what the hell I could do to resolve this impasse, my eyes caught sight of a water bottle on the dashboard. I 
grabbed frantically for it and twisted the screw top savagely. I wasn't at all sure that what I was about to do was the 
best course of action but I did it anyway. Sluicing quite a bit into my cupped hand I threw it in the driver's face. Jesus, 
did that work. His head snapped up and his eyes widened dramatically. Unfortunately, he also got such a fright that he 
sent the bus sideways towards the guardrail and nearly collided with some idiot in a small black sedan who had been 
trying to race through on the inside. Lots of Chinese motorists did it, I had noticed, but this bloke had definitely chosen 
the wrong time and the wrong place. Faced with a rapidly shrinking space between an inflexible steel fence and a 
careening passenger bus he slammed on his brakes with a squeal audible even inside our own hell-hole and shot out of 
sight to the rear as his brakes stopped him from becoming a sardine. 

Our driver, thank god, suddenly started beaming as if we were the nicest bunch of people in the whole world and he 
was simply privileged to spend some time with us. He righted the bus and wiped away the excess water while smiling 
an idiot's grin at me. My knees buckled at how close we had come to meeting our maker and I slumped to the floor, 
clutching my knees.

Relief turned to astonishment turned to righteous outrage as I heard the steely tones of Cr Patterson demand: 'What do 
you think you're doing, James? If this driver reports your grotesque ill-mannered behaviour to the Xuhui Government 
and there's an incident, I'll take great delight in sacking you personally!'

Restraining myself from bounding down the aisle and slapping his sanctimonious face, I managed to bite back my bile. 
Mostly. 

'If you happen to make it back home to see your wife and children at the end of this trip, you clown, you will owe your 
life to me,' I hissed. The audible intake of breath by several of the people closest to me might have cooled me down on 
another occasion but not right now. 'This man was falling asleep at the wheel and very nearly ran off the road. Had you 
been awake yourself, you might have registered the moment of impact as this bus slammed into the lorries ahead of us 
or slammed into the guardrail and toppled over the embankment.' Again, more perturbed mumblings from those 
around me. I would have vented more at my tormentor but the driver chose that moment to reach out and signal for the 
water bottle which he raised to his lips and glugged deeply before handing it back with a beaming smile. I was now 
clearly his best friend in the whole world. Unlike Cr Steve Paterson who certainly did not share the driver's view.

'I'll remind you to keep a civil tongue in your head, young man, when addressing me. Always respect your betters.'



124

That was the last straw and I lurched to my feet, ready to exact revenge on this idiot whose head was clearly shoved so 
far up his arse he could not breathe. I was saved from violence by Mayor Porter who quickly made it down the aisle to 
place himself between me and his colleague.

'Gentlemen, please! I think we need to remind ourselves where we are and what we are doing. Jimmy, I take it you 
received quite a shock and it appears we owe you a vote of thanks.'

There was a chorus of hear-hears from quite a few of the group, but then the mayor continued:

'The surprise we have all received appears to have led Cr Patterson into some injudicious language but I think it's best 
for all concerned if we put aside our differences and get ready for our arrival in Suzhou.'

With that he gave me a pointed look which I took as a 'request' to kiss and make-up with Cr Patterson. It was not 
something I was very amenable to and gave the mayor a return look that indicated my unwillingness to accept his 
suggestion. He simply hardened his features and his cold eyes told me as clearly as any words: you will do this. Again 
I hesitated but the battle was lost. I might win a round or two against Steve Patterson but to line up against the mayor, 
there was only one outcome: I would lose the war.

'I apologise for my outburst, Cr Patterson. I hope there's no hard feelings.'

Clearly chuffed to score this victory over me, the bastard's face creased into a beaming smile.

'None at all, Jimmy. None at all. A tempest in a teacup, eh?'

I turned to Rafe and asked if he would keep a close eye on our driver who seemed blissfully unaware of the massive 
angst he had caused and even less aware of his shortcomings as a professional driver. 

'You can rest assured, he will receive my closest attention. Jimmy. Thank you for your intervention.'

'Quite all right,' I muttered as I made my way back to my seat and pointedly refused to look anywhere in the direction 
of Cr Patterson. For the remainder of the trip, I stared fixedly out the window. Much of the time I replayed the incident 
in my mind again and again, fairly evenly split between ever more heroic interventions on my part and ever more 
spiteful put-downs of my best enemy. Don't you hate that syndrome: great lines I never thought of in time?

Even my seething sense of injustice was unable to stop me watching the Chinese countryside with fascination. It was a 
vast, green, wet and fertile landscape, every centimetre of which seemed to be put to some use. The Chinese are 
nothing if not productive and they were making maximum use of everything they had. Yet there was an uneasy 
perception I formed as I watched it all flit past and it became stronger and stronger, the more I saw. These people had 
no emotional connection to the land. That's a big statement to make but I am convinced of its correctness, even though 
it is necessarily a generalisation. The outstanding aspect was the littering. Every waterway was clogged with debris, 
much of it timber and other scraps of construction materials but also heaps of plastic containers and other refuse from 
our consumerist society. Now, you can argue that a society which is only recently on the path of modernisation and 
which does not yet enjoy a universal waste collection system can be excused for having a litter problem. Yet, I cannot 
help but feel that the desire to see beauty around you would drive people to clean-up their backyards as it were. But it's 
as if they don’t see the litter. And that tells me they don't really see the landscape. They don't really see the beauty of 
nature. The thought made me quite sad. Still, it dissipated the desire to inflict physical violence on my antagonist and 
that was a good thing.
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Chapter Fourteen

By the grace of the Lord

It was not long before the green, reflective highway signage told us we were approaching Suzhou and I certainly felt a 
tingle of excitement as though another adventure was about to unfold. While I kept a weather eye on the driver, he 
seemed to have snapped out of his dozy spell and was negotiating lots of twists and turns as we departed the freeway 
and entered the city's outskirts. This was a stark contrast to Shanghai. Not many glittering skyscrapers here: traditional 
housing predominated, the bulk of it single and double storey grey rendered brick. There were new precincts of quite 
trendy houses with lots of architectural flourishes but their older neighbours tended to be covered in a layer of grime, 
especially those lining roadsides where decades of belching black diesel exhausts had left a trail much like a dog 
marking its territory. Electric wiring and connections to powerlines were so shoddy as to give a back-home electrical 
contractor a seizure. Much of this essential infrastructure was ancient by our standards. Ramshackle, even.  But while 
the grit and the grime might suggest a grimness, that was not the case. The bustling mass of humanity everywhere you 
looked provided a swirling counterpoint to the built environment. Suzhou, like Shanghai - and I guessed just about 
everywhere else in China - was a densely populated place. Somebody on the bus said they'd read it had about ten 
million people. This made it two and a half times as big as Australia's largest city, Sydney. And the contrast in 
lifestyles was just as stark. 

Whatever our definition of high-density living in Australia, it was doubled, trebled or even quadrupled in the ancient 
suburbs of Suzhou. The old saying, cheek-by-jowl, gained real meaning when you saw how whole families lived in a 
couple of rooms. Not only that but the separation between dwellings was flimsy at best. It was obvious that these 
people could hear just about every conversation their neighbours had. Commonsense would suggest you would simply 
tune out and not bother eavesdropping. What would be the point when your own family had enough problems of its 
own without absorbing by osmosis the difficulties of those who just happened to live either side of you? No wonder 
these people seemed insular when you passed them on the street. It was a coping mechanism, clearly. It also struck me 
that privacy is so unattainable for so many of these people that it must have become a foreign concept; something that 
simply ceases to have meaning.

Anyway, as we all continued rubber-necking on both sides of the bus in awe of this remarkable contrast to the lifestyle 
we knew and accepted as normal, the bus turned into what looked like a most impressive and very grand fortress. It 
began a slow climb up a long, steeply-inclined narrow driveway. A fancy brown sign told us we had arrived at The 
Sheraton, Suzhou. As we came to a halt, Geraldine clambered off and beat a path through the clustering staff for the 
Mayor and Cr Patterson. They were quickly greeted by a slick-suited official who initiated a ritual round of 
handshakes and business card swapping. The rest of us filed off after them but were gently hustled away to a glitzy 
Reception desk at the hub of what seemed to be a four storey complex. As we looked down on the establishment, 
rooms stretched away to the north and south on the far side of a traditional Chinese garden featuring a meandering 
stream and lots of rocky pools of multi-coloured carp. Once again we had to produce our passports before we could be 
allocated a room but if this was the only manifestation of the drab, oppressive hand of communism it was hardly much 
of a burden. Formalities completed, staff tagged our bags for subsequent delivery and we were shown to our quarters. 
A very cheerful young man escorted me through a bewildering maze of corridors and two changes of floor before I 
found myself alone and in a large, comfortable room facing onto a manicured park which was dominated by a massive 
ten-storey ancient pagoda that, despite its size, looked as though it should have surrendered to the forces of gravity a 
hundred years ago. As I was enjoying the view a gentle knock at the door announced the arrival of my luggage. Since 
we had two full days here, I began unpacking immediately and soon had all my things stored and the room remaining 
immaculate. There were several hours before we were due to gather again for a formal welcoming banquet hosted by 
the Mayor of Suzhou on the ground floor. The prospect of a nap was remarkably enticing but my body was crying out 
for some exercise so I set off to explore the hotel, wandering hither and yon until I found a swimming pool complex 
that had - hallelujah! - a suite of saunas and spa baths off to one side. I set off back the way I'd come and, without too 
many wrong turns, soon got back to my room where I did a quick change into some togs and put on a fluffy bathrobe 
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just waiting for me in the closet. Saunas are one of the gods'  gifts to humanity and I was almost at a canter as I headed 
for the steam room. Once there I ditched my clothes, had quick shower and then ensconced myself in one of the warm 
timber-lined rooms. The rocks were hot and I ladled heaps of water over them, building up the humidity. Lying down I 
began to feel the moist air soothing my lungs but that was quickly overtaken by the rivulets of sweat that began 
forming as my body started to discard its toxins. This was heaven and I luxuriated in the intensity of the experience, 
rising every so often to ladle more water on the scalding rocks. When I felt like par-broiled chicken I staggered out and 
revelled in a coolish shower before wandering into the next room and immersing myself in a vigorously bubbling and 
wondrously hot spa bath. God, but it felt good. Using the last of my strength I hauled myself out and  into the pool 
enclosure which was, delightfully, empty. I simply let myself fall into the cool water and the shock was like a packet 
of firecrackers going off all over my body. 

Now completely refreshed and wonderfully relaxed, I towelled off and made my way back to the room where I 
collapsed for a wicked afternoon nap. I could get used to this life. 

Darkness was starting to close in when I awoke so I got up and put on my glad rags - a full suit and tie for this 
evening's formalities - and started to immerse myself in Salman Rushdie's Satanic Verses. It was my third reading and 
it still thrilled me. The man is a genius with words and I often felt that if one day I could create something as good as 
just one of his remarkable phrases, I could die a happy man. Maybe it's just a journalist thing but unlike authors we 
have to write pretty straight copy for papers. Catering for the lowest common denominator, editors say. Even in 
magazines you rarely get the chance to wax lyrical. So, when I read Rushdie I guess it's a bit like a housepainter 
watching a true artist at work. It was these random thoughts that started a nagging in my brain: you haven’t done much 
work, matey. Better get your arse into gear and write some copy or Councillor Creepy will call you a bad boy and 
punish you. Much and all as I felt like continuing to read just to show some private defiance of Steve Patterson, sanity 
prevailed and I put the Verses back down and retrieved my laptop. Setting it up on a small table in one corner of the 
room, I began to transcribe the notes I had jotted by hand, marshalling them into some sort of order in readiness for 
drafting some proper copy when the time came. That done, I tried to begin a story but my heart wasn't in it. It's a sad 
deficiency of mine that I can't work unless I've got a deadline looming. It's a bad habit I picked-up in the early days of 
my career when I was a radio newsreader. Like one of Pavlov's dogs, I eventually got addicted to the adrenalin rush of 
perpetually working to the hour and half-hour deadline of the news bulletins. When the news theme played you just 
had to be ready and your every mistake was made in front of a live audience. Eventually you became blasé about the 
whole thing and relaxed somewhat but by then you found you actually needed the rush of the deadline to get you 
going. Since there was no deadline looming right now, I couldn’t get myself motivated to do real work so I shut the 
laptop and decided to go for a wander around the hotel to see what the neighbourhood was like. 

As I got to the Reception area, I spotted Sally Ferguson and went up to say hello. She gave me a friendly smile and 
said she was borrowing some sticky-tape to wrap presents for this evening. Having nothing better to do I asked if she 
could use some help and she accepted with some relief.

'There'll be a lot of people there tonight so there's lots to do.'

'So long as you understand that I'm just a man and am not the best wrapper in the world, I'd be glad to help.'

'Jimmy, there's no need to apologise for your inadequacies. As a man, I automatically make an allowance for your 
deficiencies.'

It was said with a smile but there was no disguising the raw bitterness underneath.

'You are being dreadfully harsh, Sally.' My remonstration was offered with a smile, too, but that was only my lips 
moving because it was hard to summon any jollity in response to her salvo.

'No, harsh would be listing in fine detail all the reasons men are bastards. But since we have to leave for Beijing in two 
days, there's not enough time left.'

'Holy shit, woman, what's got into you?'

'Oh, I'm sorry, Jimmy. You just caught me at a bad moment. For a male you actually aren't too bad.'
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'Hey, you keep lavishing praise on me like that and I won’t be able to sleep tonight for my swollen ego.'

'Sorry, James, just got a few issues happening right now.'

She pulled a key from the pocket of her slacks and opened her room door turning to me as she did so.

'Now, you will behave yourself, won’t you? You're just here to wrap presents, okay?'

Feeling that this whole conversation had become decidedly weird and wishing I was actually somewhere else, I still 
nodded agreement and followed her in. She tossed the sticky-tape dispenser on the floor and followed it with a swag of 
small black cardboard boxes, some scissors and lots of sheets of Raleigh Council wrapping paper. She sat cross-legged 
and began to cut the sheets in half which made them the right size for each present as she quickly and proficiently 
demonstrated. Plopping down myself, I followed her lead. The silence was companionable and I should have left it 
that way but was troubled by her earlier comments and felt the need to get to the bottom of them.

'What did you mean about me behaving myself?'

'Oh, nothing. Don't worry about it.'

'I mean, you don't have any concerns about me, do you?'

'No, Jimmy, I don't.'

'You do understand that I despise violence against women or any form of coercion. I mean that with utter sincerity, 
too. It's just something that's hugely important to me.' 

She had stopped wrapping and was watching me intently.

'I'm not sure why - apart from the blindingly obvious that getting something by the use of force or fear is unacceptable. 
I just hate the whole notion of violence against women.'

Still she was looking at me and I started to blush. Should have kept my mouth shut but I blurted: 'And when you 
accused me at the museum of thinking you were an easy lay, well, that really hurt, you know?'

Boy, that blew it. The waterworks started and she ran into the bathroom, slamming the door. For a while I could hear 
great heaving sobs then lots of nose-blowing. Wondering whether I should just leave, I fidgeted for a while then stood
to go. As I did, the door opened and she came back into the room. Her eyes were red and much of her make-up had 
been wiped away but she appeared calm.

'Are you leaving?'

'Wasn't sure I was still welcome.'

A deep sigh, then: 'Yes, James, you are welcome. Thank you. Please have a seat. Would you like a drink?'

'That'd be great, thanks.'

'Hard or soft?'

'Maybe make it a Coke. Could be a bit of toasting again tonight, I suspect.'

'Yes, it seems to be their way.'

As we sipped our drinks, she appeared to be arranging her thoughts. Suddenly, though, a hard look suffused her 
features and she turned to me purposefully. 
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'I'm sorry, James. I was going to share some things but I have realised it simply wouldn't be appropriate.'

'Why not?'

'Oh, there are sensitivities involved and you are, after all, a journalist.'

'Hey, hold on! I'm not some muck-raking investigative hack or a bloody tabloid tell-all, you know.'

The smile I got had a deal of sympathy in it but was mostly mocking. That kicked my self-defence mode into gear and 
that's rarely a good thing because it usually ends in verbal fisticuffs.

'No, Jimmy, but you are a journalist and you have no particular loyalty to Rankin Council or myself for that matter. 
You make your living from finding out secrets and sharing them.'

Uh, oh. My tolerance levels are high and I'm pretty self-deprecating but when someone impugns my integrity, I get 
shirty real quick and my blood was rising rapidly now.

'You are being offensive and I don't know why. Have I ever done anything to harm you or your interests? What did I 
do to deserve this?'

'You're a man and a journalist, Jimmy. From where I sit that's a dangerous combination.'

Entirely unable to work out why I was suddenly being subjected to an attack like this and feeling I was being 
victimised unfairly, I hit back instinctively.

'So, is that why you're changing preferences?'

You know when they say you can hear a pin drop? Reckon you could've heard it land on the carpet right then. Mind 
you, I was so angry I couldn’t have heard for the blood rushing in my ears. As the silent stand-off dragged on, Sally's 
eyes were boring in to me.

'What did you mean by that?' she hissed.

Like a child that prods a dog until it suddenly can’t take any more and snarls as if it's ready to rip your throat out, I 
now wondered if I'd pushed the wrong button with Sally. Trouble was, I couldn’t think of a way out.

'Ah, nothing. Nothing at all.' About as convincing as a three dollar note.

'What did you mean about me changing my preferences?'

'Nothing. Just, you know, how close you and Jodie have been.' It was lame, real lame. And it didn't deflect Sally's 
wrath for a moment.

'What about Jodie and I?' she thundered.

I was stumped and couldn’t think clearly. By which I mean I couldn’t think of a way out of the mess I'd got myself 
into. All I wanted was to be anywhere but in this room right now.

'What about Jodie and I?' Like a dog with a bone, she was not to be deflected.

Unable to manufacture anything deceitful, I simply blurted the truth. Or what I thought was the truth.

'Look, I happened to be leaving Brendan's room late the other night and as I came down the hallway, I saw Jodie 
leaving your room and blow you a kiss. It's none of my business, I know, and I don't care one way or the other. I'm just 
inclined to hit back when attacked, that's all. I'm sorry.'
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'So, this is your little male fantasy, is it?'

'Hey! Look, why are you attacking me all the time? I'm only here because I offered to help you. And do you recall that 
you actually said you liked me and that you might even go to bed with me. I mean, what the fuck's going on here?'

Like a balloon deflating, her shoulders slumped and she looked away. There was silence for a minute until she 
composed herself.

'Oh, Jimmy, I am so sorry. I have been mean to you and you didn't deserve it. Things have just become complicated, 
I'm afraid. Way too complicated.'

'So . . . talk to me. You never know, I may be able to help. And I promise I'll keep anything you tell me confidential. 
I'm not here because I'm after a story. I care for you, you know. I wasn't joking when I said I was hot for you. Nor was 
I just trying to get in your pants. I don't make love to people I don't really like. Maybe I'm funny that way but that's 
how it is.'

She slid her hand over mine and said: 'Thank you, James. I know you mean it. I want to share it but I'm just not sure I 
should.'

'Do you not trust me at all? Is there something about me that says: don't trust him as far as you could throw him? Eh? 
Coz I reckon you could toss me on the other side of the bed and that's not bad for a start. You could probably tear me 
in half. I mean, you’re hardly a mere slip of a thing, are you? Might be a hell of a way to go!'

By now she was smiling and the tension had drained which was just as well because we had been teetering on the 
brink of no return.

'Oh, James.' Once again, she sized me up with that searching gaze of hers. 'Would you promise me this: that you'll 
never tell another person about this and you'll never do anything about this?'

'Well, I'm not sure I'm entirely comfortable with that but if you ask me to, yes, I'll agree. But I can’t imagine anything 
that would warrant such secrecy.'

'You will, I can assure you. But - and I'm sorry - I want you to say very clearly that you will not repeat anything of 
what I am about to tell you and you will do nothing about it.'

'Sally, I promise you I will keep everything you say confidential and will do nothing. Promise!'

'Okay. Look I'll have to be quick because it's nearly time to get ready for tonight and I've got to shower and finish 
these presents.'

'I'll help with those while you make yourself even prettier.'

At last, a proper smile. Yet it was fleeting as Sally briefly considered where she might start her mysterious tale.

'Do you remember when you dropped-off your story to Cr Patterson the other night?'

'Sure do. He was actually pleasant for a change and I suspected he had been drinking. In fact, as I recall, I thought you 
were somewhat subdued.'

'You're well-suited to journalism, aren't you?'

'Yeah, I like what I do. Observing people is an endlessly fascinating exercise. Always a learning experience.'
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'Well, you were right. Cr Patterson had been drinking. In the years I've worked with him I've rarely seen him have 
more than one drink, usually just a glass of red. It's been very different, however, since we've been in China. He hasn't 
got drunk but I've certainly noticed him drinking way more than usual.'

'Perhaps it's because he's not going to get spotted by his voters. It's an old syndrome that affects a lot of pollies. Once 
they’re away from home territory, it's like a new person enters their skin and they get up to all sorts of strife. I've seen 
some shocking examples over the years.'

'Is that so? Well, he seems to be playing to that script. Kept urging me to have a drink with him though I didn't want to. 
I couldn’t work out why he was so persistent. He's never been like that before. And then . . . '

Her eyes were moistening again and I looked around to see if there were any tissues handy. With a deep breath, 
however, she fought back the emotion and re-started her tale.

'He came over to my chair, knelt down in front of me and said he wanted us to have sex together. I was horrified. I 
mean, we go to the same church and I know his wife and his children. I was stunned and couldn’t say anything. He 
must have taken that as a Yes because he leaned up and lifted my top up. Just ripped it up over my bra and it covered 
my face. I nearly screamed but thought that might cause a lot of trouble so I choked down any sound.'

'Jesus Christ, Sally, you should have yelled the house down.'

'Look, it was all happening so fast. He had his hands on my breasts and was tugging them out of my bra. I couldn’t 
stop him because I was still trying to get my face uncovered. Eventually I did and pushed him backwards so that he 
fell into the side of the bed. I was trying to get my clothes back together when he slid up onto the bed and undid his 
pants zipper. He pulled out his penis and asked me to kiss it.'

This time there was no holding back the tears and they ran freely. Telling her to hold still, I crossed to the bathroom 
and grabbed the tissue box by the handbasin. She had calmed a little when I got back and quickly blew her nose, 
apologising for her silliness.

'The last thing in the world you are being is silly. Let it out.'

'I just didn't know what to do. I begged him to stop but he said: "You know you want to". How could he say such a 
thing? I was horrified. I just wanted to escape and he must have seen me looking at the door because he jumped up -
his penis was still hanging out his pants; it looked grotesque - and he told me to calm down and stay still. Everything 
will be all right, he said. By this time, something must have clicked inside his head and he started to apologise. I'm so 
sorry, he said. Ever so sorry. I turned away because that thing was still dangling in front of me. He came over to me 
and put his arms around me like a cuddle. I squirmed out of his embrace and pushed him away again. Told him not to 
come near me. He stepped back and said there had been a misunderstanding but I could see him leering at my top 
because my bra was still all tangled.'

'Jesus, what a prick,' I exclaimed.

'Then he suddenly seemed to realise he had done something he might regret. He sat on the bed and his whole 
demeanour changed. I could see he was thinking hard. Started saying he was so sorry but how could he be expected to 
resist my charms. I was such a vixen. That was the word he used. Called me a vixen. Then he started threatening me. 
Said I had better not say a word to anyone about what had happened. If I did, he would accuse me of leading him on. 
Would say that I had exposed myself to him. And I recall this exactly. He said: "You see, it doesn't matter what you 
say about me. Once I tell the world you led me on, that'll be the end of your job at Rankin and your career will be 
destroyed. Randy young woman on trip away falls for the charms of a handsome power figure. Think about it, you 
can't win".'

'He actually said that?' I was incredulous at his effrontery. 'This is the same guy who's a pillar of his church?'
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'That was the worst thing. He then said he would denounce me in front of the whole church if ever a word leaked out 
about it. As a lay preacher and elder of the church, his word would be believed over mine. And he was right. They 
would support him. That's the way it goes. It was like a nightmare, Jimmy, and I couldn't see a way out.'

'Should have just kicked him in the balls and stormed out, mate.'

Her shoulders tensed and her eyes narrowed as she readied to berate me.

'Hey, I'm just trying to ease the tension, all right? I understand you felt you couldn’t act that way. What happened 
next?'

'He said I should call you. He wanted to check your story. Told me that if you were there at that time, it would provide 
an alibi. "Do it now!" he said. "Call him." My mobile was on the table next to me so I grabbed it and rang yours. 
Thank heavens you answered straight away. I just wanted to escape but then you said you had to get the story printed 
and I nearly died. The thought of spending another minute in that room with that dreadful man was horrible.'

'What if I had been ready immediately?'

'Don't suppose he had thought it through properly. He started tidying his clothes and so did I. There was no harm done, 
he said, just a little mistake. I should be flattered he liked me so much. Can you believe that? He really believed I 
could be grateful that he had damned near raped me. Then, and this is perhaps what upset me the most, he knelt down 
in front of me again - though not so close this time - and said we should pray. Stupidly, I did so. I still can't believe I 
could have done that. What possessed me? So, then, here we are kneeling on the floor of his room and he's asking the 
Lord for forgiveness. Saying it was the devil's work that my body was such a temptation to men. That's what he said! 
"Forgive her, Lord, for she is just a tool of the devil's cold and calculating manipulation."

'Now you might understand why I'm not religious.'

'But, James, you can't blame the church for the sins of one man.'

'Okay, okay.' I held up my hands in mock surrender. One thing I've learned is that you are never going to change the 
mind of someone who's got a full-on case of faith. 'So, what happened then?'

'Well, we recited the Lord's Prayer and then stood up. He thanked me for being so responsible and said he would not 
allow it to affect his working relationship with me. It was like I was the perpetrator and he was the victim.'

'He's as cunning as a shithouse rat, there's no doubt. Christ, he's a piece of work.'

'After that he got me to review the rest of our travel arrangements and that's when you came up. I just kept feeling so 
guilty. I've never been so glad in all my life as when you asked if I wanted to leave with you. At last, I could escape 
him.'

'Hey, I love being a hero. It fits my self-image.'

'Stop it.'

'Yes, ma'am.' I gave her a mock salute and then said: 'Are you sure you want to let him get away with this? I mean, I 
don't accept that he would automatically be believed over you. Not for a minute.'

'That's easy for you to say, James, but it's not necessarily so clear-cut as you'd like to think. Beyond anything else, it 
would embroil the Council in scandal and also our church. I just can't do that.'

'You're charitable beyond belief, girl. You know that?'

'Part of me believes I should confront him, James, but I've made my decision now and I'll stick with it. I must ask you 
again to promise me you won’t utter a word of this to anyone - and I do mean anyone. Will you?'
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'I gave you a sincere promise before and I won't break it. Though I'll be sorely tempted to smash my fist into his face 
next time I see him.'

'Don't Jimmy! Stop that right now. You will not even look sideways at him. Do you understand? If he suspects 
anything, I'm the one who'll pay the price. I told you because I needed someone to talk to or I would have gone mad 
but you must respect my trust.'

'I will, I will. Relax, would you?'

'Please don't let me down on this, Jimmy, I beg you.'

'For Christ's sake, Sally, I have given you my word. I won’t discuss anything with anyone except you. I reserve the 
right to talk to you about it again, however, because I'm not entirely happy with your approach but it's just you and me, 
okay?'

'I don't think I can handle being lectured about it, Jimmy, but if that's a concession you need, then all right.'

'Good girl. Now, you go get pretty and I'll finish wrapping these presents.'

'You're a sweetheart. Thank you.' And I was rewarded with the lightest of kisses on the cheek before she galloped off 
to the bathroom.

Retrieving the scissors and paper, I began the tedious task of disguising the tacky black cardboard boxes in which the 
gifts - bottle-openers, key rings and cuff links - were packaged. As I did more and more I realised that every single one 
had a tiny Made in China tag on it. It brought a smile to my dial and I just hoped the Chinese would take it as a 
compliment. They must think it's funny, though. There were only a couple more to do when Sally called out from the 
bathroom:

'Can you please grab my bathrobe for me? It's in the hall closet.'

Stretching my back to overcome the stiffness from bending over for so long, I retrieved the fluffy gown and tapped on 
the door. She opened it narrowly and reached out an arm. I handed it over but as I did so, I saw the back of her naked 
body exposed fully in the large mirror above the vanity basin. It was a hell of a sight. God, she had a body! She must 
have caught my distracted gaze and realised what was happening. Slamming the door shut, she yelled: 'Can't any of 
you men be trusted?'

'I'm sorry,' was the only response I could muster. I realised it wasn't much under the circumstances but, hey, my perve 
was just one of those things that happen. It was hardly premeditated.

The temptation to simply walk out and leave her alone was strong but I also felt I needed to persuade her I was not 
somehow stalking her so I resumed wrapping the last of the presents. I'd just finished the final two packages when she 
emerged with her hair in a turban-style towel wrap. 

'Look, I apologise for that. It was accidental and I just . . . well, shit, can you blame me for having a look?'

'It's a violation of my privacy, Jimmy.'

'Oh, god. Look, Sally, I'm hot for you, right? You've got a body to die for and it seems to me that you have some kind 
of attraction to me, too. Forgive me if I'm wrong but I believe you were going to go to bed with me the other night. 
Surely that implies you have a degree of trust in me? And, look, I'm only human. I happened to see your body reflected 
in the mirror and I was, well, kinda hypnotised. It's a great body and, yes, I looked at it. And I have to tell you, I'd 
almost certainly do it again under the same circumstances because I just don't think I have the willpower to look away. 
I keep saying it but I'm sorry if I offended you.'
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Finally she softened. 'Oh, Jimmy, I'm sorry. It's all just been a bit too much, I'm afraid. I can't really blame you for 
looking. And thank you for the back-handed compliment. Now, you'd better leave so I can get dressed. We've only got 
half an hour.'

'Are you sure you don’t need a hand?'

'No,' she said a bit mystified, 'all the presents are done aren't they?'

'No, silly, I meant getting dressed. You know: a difficult bra strap or zipper. Anything at all, really.'

'You are a disgusting creep, now leave me,' she commanded. But this time I got a smile and a very different kiss. Still 
on the cheek but it was, well, full of feeling. Sensing rapprochement, I hastened out but offered to return and give her a 
hand taking the presents to dinner. Come back in twenty minutes, she instructed.

Amusing myself by browsing in a gift shop, I waited for the minutes to tick by then returned to collect Sally. She 
opened the door and stepped back to let me appraise her. She looked stunning. Her thick mane of ruby red hair 
cascaded down over her shoulders and it contrasted with an emerald green dress that seemed to hang on to her by some 
invisible force. Much as I tried to not be obvious, I could still hardly tear my eyes away from her breasts. She gave 
new meaning to décolletage with what was now on show. Magnificent was all I could think and Freud seemed to be 
messing with my mind because I actually uttered the word out loud. 

'You like?' she purred.

'Oh, yes, I like. You look stupendous, Sally. Absolutely magnificent. If you don't take this the wrong way, I've got an 
instant erection. That's how good you look.'

'Well, that's not a compliment I've ever received before but I'll take it as a positive. Will you be able to walk to dinner?'

'I'll just carry the presents in front of me, sweetcakes.'

Then I added: 'I hadn't expected you to wear anything quite like that, I must confess.'

'No, I agonised for quite a while but I thought it would send two messages.'

'What are they?'

'Well, it will show Steve Patterson that he hasn't bullied me and that I refuse to be afraid of him.'

'Good for you, girl!'

I bent to collect the presents but she said: 'That was only one message.'

Rising, I asked: 'What was the other?'

'Just a way of saying thank you to a friend and letting a very, very nice man know that he might get the chance to help 
me out of this later tonight.'

'Are you serious?'

'Don't you want to?'

'Oh, yes, I want to, all right! I want to take you right here, right now. I can't thank you enough for trusting me.'

'Just make sure you sit next to me, okay?'

'Believe me, I'll be glued to your side, Sally.'
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'Okay, let's get this show on the road.'
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Chapter Fifteen

Have I really got room for desserts?

Hotel staff must have recognised Sally from check-in because when they spotted us wandering along the corridors, 
they escorted her to the ground floor and ushered us into a magnificent banquet room which featured a stupendously 
long table set as if for a Royal Wedding. A Chinese staff member quickly grabbed the presents from me and whisked 
them away out of sight as I found myself behind Sally in a formal reception line. A bewildering array of Chinese men 
offered their business cards and I responded in kind. According to their titles, they were senior officials in the Suzhou 
Government, ranging from heads of the Education Bureau to officials in Foreign Affairs. Then I came face to face with 
Mayor Chin Hua who looked surprisingly young to be in charge of a city of some ten million people. Once past the 
Mayor we were offered a glass of sparkling wine as we mingled prior to being seated. As fate would have it, I found 
myself right next to Cr Steve Patterson. I felt my eyes narrow instinctively but fought against my natural reactions and 
forced a smile into place. We engaged in small talk, particularly about the quality of the surroundings but eventually 
he steered us to the prospects for positive media coverage of our mission so far and the next round of business talks 
scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. I assured my 'boss' that I had garnered plenty of positive copy so far and was sure it 
would yield good coverage when we got back home. He was positive and pleasant enough but eventually turned away 
to engage someone else. As I drained my glass, we were called to order and asked to find our seats along the giant 
table. Place cards with our names in English were set prominently and I found myself next to Geraldine who was 
alongside Mayor Colin Porter. But I was delighted to find Sally Ferguson on my other side. As she claimed her chair, I 
remarked on how lucky we had been to be seated next to each other.

'You make your own luck in this life, James. I switched place cards while everyone was mingling.'

'Get outta here. You didn't?'

'I'm a great believer that if you want something spontaneous to happen, organise it! And I sure as hell didn't want to sit 
next to Rafe all night.'

'Well, all credit to you.'

Conversation was hushed at that point as Mayor Chin rose to formally welcome us. He began in English and clearly 
had a command of the language but then apologised for his lack of ability and reverted to his native tongue as a 
translator made sense of it for us. In a poker-faced aside, Geraldine said she was sure he could speak as well as us but 
just chose not to. I nodded agreement and used the moment to check her out. She was wearing a sleek black pant suit 
with a shiny silver lame shirt underneath. The top buttons were undone but there was nothing really on show. 
Disappointment!

Mayor Chin was extolling the virtues of his city, regaling us with a bewildering set of statistics about Gross Domestic 
Product, investment attraction policies and employment growth. It was a jumble but no less impressive for that. He 
was simply reiterating what the business pages tell us every day: China's economy is running white hot with growth 
rates of about 12 per cent per annum. Back in Australia, our economy is regarded as humming along like a Rolls-
Royce yet our growth rate is only a bit above 4 per cent. The contrast had most people in our delegation oohing and 
aahing with envy. Or perhaps it was just the mouth-watering notion that they might be lucky enough to get a slice of 
this extraordinary action. 
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Then the Mayor turned his attention to Australia and said how pleased China was to have strong and positive relations 
with one of the most important nations in the Asia-Pacific region. He then suggested that Raleigh might like to
consider entering into a Friendship City agreement with Suzhou to provide a basis for on-going development of trade 
and cultural relations. 

In reply, Mayor Porter expressed his admiration for the modern economic miracle that was China and for the warmth
of the reception given to us since we had come to this wonderful country. He gave a run-down of Raleigh that made it 
seem like an economic powerhouse itself and I couldn’t help but wonder what the Chinese would think if they ever 
visited us. They could not help but be impressed by the natural beauty we enjoy and our clear blue skies but they 
would certainly wonder at the comparatively small size of our manufacturing industry. Just as well we have plenty of 
natural resources to fall back on, though just how long we can viably remain a de facto mine site for China is a moot 
point. Still, Colin gave a stirring speech and the Chinese seemed to love his sentiments. Especially when he said 
Raleigh would be privileged and delighted to forge a Friendship City agreement with our new and good friends in 
Suzhou. In fact, he said, he would not even wait until he returned to Raleigh to seek formal endorsement of the 
proposal  by the other Councillors but would simply ask his special colleague, Cr Steve Patterson, who was with us on 
this trip if he thought we should proceed. Well, that had Patterson pretty well stitched-up. What was he to say? No? 
And create a minor international incident just before everyone's ready to tuck into what promised to be a great 
banquet? Hardly likely. He'd been out-manoeuvred by the wily Mayor once again but, to his credit, he hid his 
annoyance at the Mayor's antics and rose to deliver a short but powerful endorsement of the initiative, stressing that 
the futures of China and Australia were inextricable. Were they aware, he asked rhetorically, that Australia was the 
first nation in the world to give diplomatic recognition to the People's Republic of China back in 1972? We stood 
shoulder-to-shoulder with you when no-one else would, he declaimed. And the Chinese were impressed. Patterson sat, 
having been successfully blind-sided, but clawing his way back into the game with a great ad lib performance. Nothing 
like a part-time career in preaching to prepare you for off-the-cuff speechifying, I thought wryly. No doubt Colin 
Porter would have to agree although he might have a touch of chagrin at his opponent's counter-punch. But there the 
hot air ended and waiters appeared, heaving trays of glorious dishes that looked positively mouth-watering.

Geraldine was engaged in a post-mortem with her boss so I used the opportunity to perve on Sally's wondrous bosom. 
But I was sprung instantly. 

'If you don't keep your eyes on your food, James, you'll spill some all down your front and it will look terribly messy. 
Not to mention quite embarrassing.'

Bloody hell, I thought. How do they know we're perving, eh? Is it like we put a sign up or something? But two could 
play her game.

'Darling,' I said very quietly and for her ears only, 'I could but imagine something warm and delectable slipping down 
between those gorgeous breasts. Rest assured, if it happens, I will be on hand to assist you in your time of need.'

'Keep this up and your hand will never - ever - get near heaven, Mr James.'

'Okay, I surrender. No argument from me, ma'am.'

Colin Porter was engaged in cross-table dialogue with his opposite number so Geraldine turned to me to make polite 
conversation. And it was nothing more than that. Work-related only and not a hint of sexuality. Which was good in 
one way because I feared getting caught in the cross-fire of these two women should one take umbrage at the other. At 
the moment, all was superficially pleasant but any hint of dalliance either way could sour things quickly. Then again, I 
couldn’t help but wonder why Geraldine was now so aloof given the entanglements we had shared so recently. Maybe 
she hadn't liked the experience? Maybe I wasn't her type? Maybe it was just the wrong time of the month for her. Who 
knew? But I wasn't going to get to the bottom of it right now so I kept my focus on the food and it was awesome. 
Which is more than could be said for the red wine which was being served with the feast. A splendiferous drop called 
The Great Wall, it was supposedly a cabernet sauvignon and the local drop of choice for it had been served at each of 
the official functions we'd attended so far. Maybe the Communist Party had the franchise and those who purchased the 
most were given key party posts. Who knows? But the stuff could have worked wonders as paint-stripper. Now, you'll 
be thinking: what an arrogant, pain-in-the-arse wine snob that Jimmy James is. No! I like fine wine but I ain't a wine 
buff and I drink lots of cheap stuff because it still gets you pissed for a good price. But the Chinese should stick to 
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manufacturing things out of bits of metal and plastic. Yes, they can do great things with food but wine ain't one of 
them. After two glasses, I gestured frantically to anyone within several metres of me until a charming woman several 
seats down finally worked out that I would like a beer. After some rapid-fire discussion with serving staff, a large 
bottle appeared magically at my side. It brought a laugh from Mayor Chin who gestured to the staff and almost 
instantly a waiter was at his side filling a glass with beer. He raised it to me in a salute and I was delighted to be able 
to respond in kind.  There was much chattering up and down the table about the Australian love of beer and I've gotta 
tell ya, this Tsingtao drop was good stuff. As good as any Australian brew, how's that? Can't say I'm being biased now.

With that problem solved, the rest of the night became quite good. There was not a lot of discussion because mostly 
we kept filling our mouths with food. And as soon as a plate was cleared, another would be slipped in front of us. I 
counted sixteen different dishes and while some were a little challenging, shall we say, the vast majority were 
excellent. Then platters of fruit were served and within five minutes, Mayor Chin had stood with everyone else 
following suit as if we were all connected at the hip. A few handshakes and lots of smiles and he was off, followed by 
his retinue. 

'But what about the gifts?' I asked Sally.

'Seems we're keeping them for tomorrow. Sorry about all that work this afternoon but it will make things easier in the 
morning. Thank you anyway.'

'That's fine. No problem.'

Once the most senior Chinese dignitaries had left, Geraldine called our group together before everyone filed out and 
informed us that a bus would be ready to pick us up at 9.00 in the morning at Reception. We would be given a tour of 
some local sights before a lunch and a round of business discussions in the afternoon. There would be another banquet 
tomorrow evening with some key Party officials. Same floor of the hotel just a couple of rooms along. With that we all 
drifted away. I loudly offered to help carry the gifts back to Sally's room ready for tomorrow and as I did so, wondered 
where her usual bag-carrier - Jodie Parsons - was. She had been at dinner but was nowhere to be seen now. Oh well, I 
was on a promise, hopefully, and tagged along with Sally like a puppy who's just found someone to love.

The hotel sprawled across such large grounds that we didn't see anyone else after the first hundred metres which I'm 
sure made Sally breathe easier. When we got to her room, she opened the door and ushered me through first. I saw her 
glance around to make sure no-one was watching us. Her smile when she entered was one of relief.

After I'd settled the gifts into a corner, there came that awkward moment when a big issue is hanging in the air and no-
one knows how to address it. I was the first to break the ice.

'Hey, we don't have to do anything, you know. I realise it has been a traumatic time for you and I don't want to make 
you feel uncomfortable. I'm okay to leave right now if you'd like and promise no hard feelings.'

'That's very kind of you, Jimmy, and I appreciate the thought. I do feel a bit funny, I must admit but, no, I don't really 
want you to leave. Would you like another beer?'

'That'd be fine, thanks.'

As she retrieved a bottle of Heineken from the bar fridge, I felt compelled to ask about something that had kept 
coming back to my mind quite frequently during the day.

'Do you mind if I ask about Jodie?'

She stiffened immediately but then relaxed and sat on the bed opposite me after handing over the Heineken. 

'I figured you'd have to ask eventually. It's the journalist in you, isn’t it?'
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'Well, I do like to tie up loose ends but, mostly, it's a fascination with human nature. How people behave and why. I 
think a lot of journos are amateur psychologists. Not sure if they start out that way but they sure end up as such. Look, 
you don't have to answer if it makes you uncomfortable. Truly.'

'No, just as earlier, I think it will help me to talk it through. In fact, I thought we might when I invited you back here. I 
was being a bit devious.'

'My pleasure to be at your service, ma'am.'

She slid back up the bed and pulled a pillow into position as a backrest while straightening the dress underneath her.

'As you're aware, it's been quite a roller-coaster ride for me over the past few days. In fact, there's been a black cloud 
hanging over this whole trip for me since I was forced to come and miss out on seeing my parents. That was eased a 
little, I must say, by the interaction between you and I. It has been fun, James. Terrific. But then I saw Geraldine steal 
you from me on Saturday night and that really hurt.'

I started to protest my innocence but she held up her hand to silence me.

'I know, I know. You're as pure as the driven snow. There's one thing you can't disguise, though, and that's your 
infatuation with that woman. Just like all the other males. Your tongues hang out and she plays you all like a recorder. 
Pathetic. But that's life. Anyway, I went to bed and cried myself to sleep that night. No, it wasn't just you. Don't flatter 
yourself too much, my friend. It was just a whole series of things. The next day we went to the museum and because I 
wanted to be with you, I insulted Jodie. She really didn't deserve it, poor thing. Even though I didn't say anything nasty 
to her, she knew I had given her the brush-off and I felt bad about it. She has had such a crush on me, it's been sad to 
watch, really. Anyway, that night you were nowhere to be found and I bumped into Jodie down in the piano bar. We 
had a drink but then wandered off and found a small restaurant just around the corner. Had a fabulous meal and 
swapped life stories until we'd nearly outstayed our welcome. We'd got through quite a bit of wine, too, which I hadn’t 
noticed until we got up to walk back to the hotel. Just a little unsteady, I was. And Jodie was a rock, helping me steer a 
straight course. She may be tiny but she can sure hold her liquor. When we were back she insisted she would get me to 
my room. Was the honourable thing, I can hear her say. Ha! Anyway, I opened the door and nearly fell down once I 
was inside. Jodie helped me across to the bed and I just collapsed. Asked if she could help me get ready for bed and I 
was too tired, too emotional and too drunk to say No. Before I knew it she had most of my clothes off and I was lying 
there semi-naked with her beginning to kiss me.'

'Sounds like she's no fool at getting what she wants?'

'I'm still not sure about that - whether it was premeditated. Anyway, I have to admit that I responded. There was 
something about her touch that was so different. Just gentler and more aware than a man. In no time she had her own 
clothes off and was making love to me. There's a lot I can’t recall because I think I just kept drifting in and out. I do 
know - and I'm sorry if this causes you grief, James - but she made me feel wonderful. That girl is quite a lover. She 
touched me in ways and places that made me feel like I've never felt before. Whether it was all the alcohol or just her, 
I can’t say. Anyway, I kind of came to and found myself all tucked-in and her turning out the light as she left. That 
was when she blew me the kiss. After that I just blacked out again.'

'Bloody shame I couldn’t have been here to watch.'

'You are an uncivilised brute, Jimmy James. Sometimes I don't know what I see in you.'

'Hey, come on. This is every man's fantasy: two women engaged in lesbian sex. It's wonderful!'

'You are a sick puppy. And don’t make fun of something that was, well, quite special.'

'So where was Jodie tonight? How come she hasn't been following you?'
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'Ah, yes. Now, there's the thing. See, I was wracked with such guilt the next morning that I took her aside and said that 
while I had genuinely enjoyed the experience, I wouldn’t be doing it again. She accused me of being in self-denial and 
said I should just open up to my feelings.'

'Maybe she was right,' I said teasingly.

'No, she wasn't and that's where it kind of fell apart. She pushed the issue until I was forced to tell her that if I hadn’t 
been very drunk it simply wouldn't have happened. And wouldn’t again because it's just not my preference. I told her I 
would always cherish the memory but that cut no ice and she stormed off and hasn’t said a word to me since.'

'That's a shame. Still, she'll probably calm down soon.'  I drained my beer, then said: 'You really have had quite an 
adventure haven’t you?'

'Not sure I'd call it an adventure but it's certainly been a challenging set of experiences.'

Sensing I should now leave, I rose and offered a goodbye while heading to the door. My groin wanted to stay but my 
head thought I should leave. That was when Sally said:

'So, that's it? You really would leave without hassling me?'

'Yeah! What do you think I am, a prick?'

'No, James, I can tell you aren't. Come back here. I really do need you to help get this damned dress undone. It has to 
be so tight to keep me in that it nearly chokes the life out of me. Here, grab that zip.'

Doing just as I was told, I found the little silver tag and slid it down until the whole dress just fell sharply to the floor. 
For a moment she stood there with her back to me in an exquisite pale pink strapless bra and panties. Both were, shall 
we say, of sturdy proportions given her ample figure but made of delicate lace. Then she told me not to stop there. 
That was not what I wanted, however.

'Wait, wait, wait, please. Sit down for a moment and let me lower the lights. Then let me get out of some of my 
clothes. Nothing worse than one person being naked and like a shag on a rock while the other is fully dressed.'

I went to the bedside console and left two corner lights on while extinguishing all the main room lights. Then I quickly 
threw aside all my clothes except for my jocks and made my way back to her.

'Now! Let's see what heaven is like, eh?'

She reached behind to unclasp her bra but offered it to me to take off. 

'Gravity has had its way, I'm afraid.'

'Hey, don't apologise for these magnificent creatures. I think they're wonderful and I'm about to show you how much I 
admire them.'

With that, I whipped-off my jocks as she slid down her own panties. Rolling onto the bed, we began kissing. It was 
tentative at first but passion soon kicked-in and we were almost instantly going at it hammer and tongs. As our tongues 
explored each other and made like an oral version of the sex act, she would occasionally grip my penis as if to test it 
for size. I was doing the same with her breasts and I think we were both excited by what we found for we eventually 
pulled away and sat up to just look at each other. There was no disguising my rampant erection so I said: 'Think he's 
glad to see you.'

'Tell him he's met a new friend.'

The hair above her lower lips was magically ginger - a true redhead! - and trimmed-up into a neat vee but as I opened 
her legs, I could see she had clean-shaven all the rest. She was clearly aroused because her inner lips were starting to 
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protrude and I wanted nothing so much as to begin kissing that gorgeous organ but refrained and returned to kissing 
her mouth. I just love kissing: it is so sensual and can express so much emotion. We rolled together again but my dick 
kept nearly skewering her pussy and I knew that if I didn't get some space I was going to just slip inside her and this 
whole adventure would be over in no time. So, I rolled her over and began massaging her neck and shoulders. I sat 
astride her with my dick nuzzling her lower back. My fingers kept kneading her flesh but progressed inexorably 
downwards moving from her spine outwards, ensuring I just touched the very perimeter of her breasts on the way past.  
I wanted her to have a tingle but no more; there was plenty of time. I slid further down until I was astride her thighs 
and began to massage the tops of her buttocks. She was clenching her cheeks now and I knew her excitement was 
building so I took one cheek in each hand and began firmly kneading them with all my fingers and thumbs. I kept 
opening her crack to allow the cool air of the room to caress her inner spaces. She reared back on her haunches and 
thrust herself at me. J-Lo could not have presented a more appealing attraction but I figured there was time for that yet. 
She had trusted me this far and I wanted to repay that but also give her something to help repair the damage caused by 
that vile pustule Patterson. I rolled her over until we were staring at each other again. Moving forward, I rested my 
penis on top of her mons veneris while tracing her lips with my tongue.

'Taking you from behind will be a thrill but, first, I want to make love to you so that I can see your response. I want to 
look in your eyes and see if I'm doing it properly. Okay?'

Her only response was to grab my dick ready to plunge it into her passage. She pushed forward but I was ready for her 
reaction and pushed backwards.

'Not so quickly, my friend. Some things should not be rushed.'

'Unggh!' was her only response.

Grasping my length I moved the tip around her opening, exploring the fullness of it. It was a wonderful feeling. Sally 
was so wet, I knew she was more than ready. I started to push inwards and again she thrust forward but I was having 
none of that, pulling myself backwards to lengthen the experience. Ever so slowly I crept inwards, widening her 
passage as I went. The sensation of wet warmth enveloping more and more of my erection was captivating. I looked 
down to see it enter her and was in awe of the sight. Further and further I crept until, with a last push that I simply 
could not resist, I was in her up to my hilt. I gave a firm push and hit her rear wall. That brought a groan and she dug 
her nails into my buttocks sharply. I reared back and then plunged forward, again hitting her insides. Another guttural 
growl but this time she thrust forward again and we began a see-sawing rhythm that had us swirling upwards on clouds 
of pleasure. In the mists of my arousal I suddenly remembered what I was doing and opened my eyes to lean down and 
kiss her. 

'Look at me,' I instructed.

It took an effort but she responded and we looked, albeit without seeing really, into each other's eyes opening a 
window whose view spanned not only a galaxy but the universe. But while we drifted in and out of consciousness, we 
noted changes of expression on each other's face and, through that, catalogued the whole sensual journey. There was 
pleasure, and some pain, and an awful lot of satisfaction. We bonded in those minutes, forging a relationship that 
would remain for a long time. As much as one human being can to another, we gave of ourselves freely. The total 
sensory experience was too overpowering to last long and we soon gazed at each other in awe as we watched a 
simultaneous orgasm building step by step in the other. Our eyes widened and our lips drew back as the strength of the 
sensation swamped us. That last, juddering moment, when you see into someone else's soul and share a transcendent 
moment that can never be erased.

I pumped and I pumped and I pumped until I had not an ounce of strength left to repeat. Our wet bodies slumped into 
each other in a fit that was as comfortable as a hand in a glove. Sweat drained out of us but we cared not. Slowly I felt 
my penis shrivel until it almost plopped out by itself. We rolled apart then, two hands joined as we regathered our 
strength.

We said nothing but both of us knew that such a glorious release had to be attempted again. Once was magic, twice 
was essential, if only to prove that the first time was real.
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After a while, she reached over and kissed me on the lips in a touch that was at once soft and sensual and full of 
promise. It was a thank you but also an invitation. Don't think you’re finished yet, sunshine!

Nor was I, for as she rolled back my dick started to grow again. It must have been the weight of her breast on my 
chest. I reached out to feel it and there was a sudden squirt of blood into my groin. Noticing my reaction, Sally looked 
down and said: 'Hello, friend, how nice to see you again.'

He almost raised a salute, he was so happy.

'Now,' I said, 'how about we go back to your original plan?'

It was a wicked smile she offered me and she pulled a pillow under her chest as she raised herself on her haunches. I 
crawled around behind her and was astounded to see how much cum had dribbled out while we were lying together. I 
leant forward and began licking it. It was salty and strange but, what the hell, it was part of a phenomenal experience! I 
rose up and placed myself at the opening of her passage. There was no going slow this time because she was too open 
and way, way too wet for subtleties. I plunged in and held for a long moment as I leaned forward and grasped her 
breasts, caressing their heavy weight as they dangled low and full. It was an inspiring sight and I felt an immediate 
need to express my admiration for them by plowing her furrow. Gripping her hips, I found a rhythm that suited both of 
us. It is a wonderful experience to watch your penis enter someone from behind. Extraordinarily sensual. Perhaps 
because you do not have to maintain eye contact, it is simply a private, personal sexual experience, enhanced by the 
sight of her incredible teats swaying vigorously back and forth. God, I wanted to suck on them but that was physically 
not possible. As our stimulation increased, we were creating an exceptional slurping and slapping noise as my balls 
slammed into her arse and my thighs slapped her buttocks. We were still slick with sweat and it was a bit like jelly 
wrestling (or so I imagined, never having had the pleasure) and it didn't take long for our already heightened senses to 
register overload. I came first but Sally wasn't far behind and we both gave vent to long, loud and remarkably satisfied 
groans. God knows what anyone thought in any of the rooms anywhere near us but we didn't give a damn at that point. 

The quiet time afterward was lengthy and companionable. I could feel myself drifting into sleep when I realised Sally 
probably wouldn't want that so I made an effort to rouse myself. Then, suddenly, a notion occurred to me.

'Hey, have I converted you back to men again?'

The slap I got across my belly was way too close to my best mate and I leapt up, fearful he might in any way get hurt. 
Well, it's a very precious instrument, you know? As I looked back down on Sally, I couldn't help but admire again the 
body that had so generously been made available to me and I felt an urge I couldn't resist to suckle once again on those 
glorious breasts. Hmm . . . so ample, so warm, so soft. I pulled at her wondrous nipples with my tongue and lips until I 
found I had a raging hard-on again. 

'Don't you ever give up?' she asked.

'Take it as a compliment.'

My erection was tickling the entrance to her womanhood but she demurred, saying: 'I don't think I'll be able to walk 
tomorrow if you do that again.'

'Oh, okay. I understand,' I concurred with only mild resignation.

Hearing the sadness in my voice she opened her eyes fully and looked at me mischievously.

'Would you like to, you know, do it between my breasts?'

'Fuck, but you have some great ideas, girl.'

I slid forward until I could stroke my penis over her nipples and prod her breasts. Then she pushed them in from the 
side and the most tantalising cushion was there for the taking. I did so, sliding my engorged penis back and forth, back 
and forth. Sally rose upwards and kissed the tip several times, even starting to suck it at one stage but the effort 
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required was too great and she flopped back. The sight of my erection thrusting between these marvellous breasts and 
then getting sucked by this lovely woman was fabulous and I could feel myself wanting to come again. However, her 
upper valley was not slick like her lower one and the friction took its toll. While the experience was sensational, it 
simply became too painful and I had to desist, thanking her profusely anyway. Slumping back onto my haunches I 
said:

'I could stay and molest you all night. You turn me on something wonderful and I thank you so much for sharing 
yourself with me. I really appreciate it. However, I understand your circumstances and I had better get out of your 
room. I'll go clean up and be off. Thank you, thank you, thank you.'

'You're most welcome, James. I could say any time but I think we both know that won't happen. Still, it may not be the 
last time. After all, you never know your luck in the big smoke, as they say. Thank you for being so considerate.'

In the bathroom, I sluiced myself and towelled-off sufficiently to get dressed properly again and back to my quarters. 
Back in the main room I dressed quickly and went over to Sally to give her a kiss goodbye. It became a tongue kiss as 
we both expressed our appreciation. Once again I could feel my dick begin to stir and I knew I had to escape or be lost 
forever. I scrambled up and across to the door, having a good look through the peephole to see if anyone was around 
outside. The coast seemed clear but I opened the door just a fraction to double-check and - joy of joys - the hallways 
were deserted. 

'Goodbye, beautiful,' I said quietly and slipped out into the night. 

Once back in my room, I grabbed a quick shower and collapsed into bed, asleep almost before I got under the covers. 
Contentment is a beautiful thing.
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Chapter Sixteen

A tale of two cities

The new day dawned fairly grey but it did not look like rain. I stretched languorously in bed but my penis reminded 
me how much of a good time we had had only a few hours earlier. I wished I had some soothing cream to apply but no 
such luck.  As I stretched my muscles, the temptation to go for a swim was strong but I realised I had done a fair 
workout with Sally and gave myself permission to relax. Then I checked my watch and with a jolt realised I had little 
time to get ready for our tour of Suzhou. A quick shave and shower got me ready for the day and I dressed casually 
once again. Across at reception, most of the group were gathered, swapping pleasantries. Mayor Porter was the centre 
of attention and I pondered how it is that people naturally congregate around leaders. Even those whose talents may 
not be all that great. Still, he greeted me like a long lost friend and I shook my head at his innate ability to charm 
anyone who came close. A real gift. Patterson was there, too, but either did not see me or chose to ignore me. Gee, I 
wonder which?

Our bus was waiting outside so we piled on board and it was Brendan Carpenter who sat next to me. Colin Porter and 
Geraldine stuck together like glue with her making numerous phone calls, no doubt checking that Raleigh was 
somehow - against all odds - still being successfully run by the Deputy Mayor. Sally had given me a low-key but very 
friendly greeting and was now sitting alone, having done her thing with the ever-present supply of corporate presents 
to ensure no-one sat next to her. Steve Patterson was engaged in an animated conversation with Samantha Addison and 
I wondered if she might be his next attempted victim. My conscience was nagging me to do something about him but 
in light of my solemn promise to Sally, what options were open? None that I could think of but I would certainly 
watch the bastard. 

Brendan was prattling away alongside me about the weather and it didn’t take long to exhaust that topic so I opened 
my notebook to get some detail for the stories I would have to pound out when I got home.

'How are you finding it?' I asked. 'Do you think you'll get any business out of the trip?'

'Hard to say. Their great interest seems to be in how we conduct financial reporting back home. When I explained that 
our firm has several governments, state and local, as clients, their ears really pricked-up. They all keep rabbiting-on 
about WTO . . . '

'World Trade Organisation,' I cut in.

' . . . yeah, seems that since their entry to it and their increasing level of business interaction with the West, they want 
to understand how we go about our business processes. Things like transparency and accountability are their greatest 
areas of interest. I'm not sure how our developed systems could be made to interact with theirs but I'm getting plenty of 
ideas so I'm happy with what's happened so far. It'll be interesting to see if anything eventuates this afternoon.'

'Yes, it sure will.'

But then our attention was drawn to the scenery outside. We were travelling through very traditional neighbourhoods 
and constantly crossing canals. We had been told that the city was often called the Venice of the East and we could 
now see why. Some promotional material in the hotel had said that Suzhou's history dates back some 2500 years and it 
is regarded as a pre-eminent tourist destination in China, having won numerous awards and accolades. That seemed a 
little surprising to me, and Brendan agreed, because the areas we were driving through looked badly in need of a 
sprucing-up to in any way match western standards for tourist attractions. Still we were in the east now, not the west so 
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it was hardly surprising things were different. It was remarkable to see large tracts of clearly very old houses, perched 
on the side of long, winding canals and all being lived-in as though they had just been built and not virtual relics that 
belonged in a history museum. We were rubber-necking furiously until the bus pulled up and we were told we were at 
Lion Grove, just down the road from the Humble Administrator's Garden which was apparently world heritage listed 
and one of the four most famous gardens in China. A few of the group wondered why we were at Lion Grove and not 
with the Humble Administrator but someone suggested the other place may have been too busy and that seemed a 
reasonable-enough scenario. We were greeted by Tao Jiahong, a senior official of their Foreign Affairs bureau who 
gave us a running commentary as we wandered through the ancient ponds and weird rock grottos that were the heart of 
the Grove. It was first constructed back in the 1300s which is remarkable when you think that is nearly half a 
millennium before Australia was settled by white people. Crushed gravel paths wandered maze-like around the 
enclave and it was a wonder half of us didn’t get lost as in some remake of Picnic at Hanging Rock. 

It struck me as remarkable how the Chinese can see great beauty and fascinating insights in the simplest of features 
while we westerners need to have our senses assaulted by multimedia overkill before we are impressed. Okay, okay, 
that's a gross generalisation but you get my point, eh? And I have to say there is something humbling in encountering a 
culture that appreciates simplicity rather than complexity. The funny thing is that all the Chinese I had encountered so 
far were complex and multi-faceted individuals. They were far from being 'simpletons' who admired simple things. 
Rather, they struck me as highly intelligent people who saw beauty in simplicity as a contrast to their own depth. And, 
if you follow that rationale, it doesn't provide a comforting assessment of our desire for complexity, does it? Oh, dear.

With a pleasant but somewhat bewildering poetry recital by Tao Jiahong - their verse is so different to the rhyming 
slang that passes for a lot of our own poetry - we concluded our tour of Lion Grove and headed back to the bus. The 
drive took us to a very large waterway which we learned was Taihu Lake but which seemed to be bigger than Sydney 
Harbour. We stopped at a wonderful new tourist development that featured a giant 'junk', that being the type of water 
craft it symbolised. It was, in the way of western tourist attractions, a 're-creation' and a wonderful example of the 
skills of timber craftsmen who had lovingly fashioned an evocative boat that anchored a whole tourist precinct. 
Surrounded by acres of western-style timber decking and with the obligatory restaurant, acres of bus parking bays and 
blocks of toilet facilities, it was just like back home. And that made me think perhaps we should admire the traditional 
Chinese artefacts and lifestyle before they are swamped by western influence. 

The sun had come out by now and it was delightfully pleasant strolling along the timber walkways, admiring the water 
views. Until Sally came up to me and said:

'Have you noticed the water?'

'Yeah, beautiful, (keeping my voice very low so only she could hear me) it really sparkles, doesn’t it?'

'No, silly, look into the water - not at it.'

'Hunh?' But I did as instructed and saw that there were large milky patches. Then I noticed that there were quite a few 
dead fish floating among quite a lot of rubbish. As we strolled further along the boardwalks, it was the same 
everywhere: dead fish and litter. 

'It's pretty,' she said, 'but I wouldn’t want to fall in. The whole lot looks poisonous to me.'  

'I sure hope none of the fish we've been eating comes from here.'

'You'd already be in intensive care, Jimmy, from the looks of this place.'
'Seems their pollution problems are pretty damn serious.'

Our little investigation was interrupted by Rafe calling us back as the bus was about to depart.

'Thanks,' I replied. Then, turning to Sally: 'God, I had a great time last night, thank you. You were wonderful.'

'Your compliment is appreciated, James, but don't try to flatter me onto my back again. I told you that was a once-off.'



145

She couldn’t be serious? Maybe it wasn't the best sex I'd ever had but for the life of me I couldn’t spot the difference. 

'That would be a dreadful waste. Don't know about you but I'm sure I felt the earth move for me.'

'James, James. Look, if it makes you feel better and gives you some closure, I did get a bit of a tremor, okay? You're a 
good lover and it was a wonderful experience. But that's it.'

Any further protestations on my part were silenced by our arrival back at the bus as we resumed our sightseeing tour. 
As we took our seats, Brendan was waylaid by Kelvin who seemed keen to gossip about something. Jodie looked at 
me briefly but passed by and it was left to Samantha Addison to join me. She was typically chirpy and bubbling about 
how wonderful China was. 

'I want to come back here again. In fact, I'd like to take a six month holiday but I don't think my husband would let me. 
Still, he could stay home with the kids . . .'  She drifted off as if weighing-up what chance she might have of escaping 
domestic bliss for half a year. 'Nah, it's not gonna happen anytime soon. Still, the girls are twelve and fourteen now so, 
not much longer till they’re out of school. Mind you, we may not have any money left by then. Their fees cost us a 
fortune. Oh well.'

'Perhaps you'll strike it lucky here. Win a big contract?'

'It's possible, Jimmy. I've been really impressed by the opportunities. They're crying out for management education. 
From the officials I've been talking to, they've got lots of young executives they want to polish. Quite a lot get sent to 
university in America and elsewhere but there's many who have to stay here. In fact, where I think there's a real 
opportunity is combining with Raleigh Council in providing training packages. That way we can provide the 
theoretical framework while council staff can offer hands-on, practical experience. I started to have a bit of a 
discussion with Cr Patterson and he seems quite interested.'

'Just make sure he doesn't try to educate you in the ways of the world,' I blurted.

'What do you mean?' she queried.

'Oh, nothing.' I turned away to look out the window, realising I had opened my mouth too far. Shit, I had better be 
more careful. Sally would be furious if she thought I'd given even a hint of anything untoward about Cr Patterson but 
that would be as nothing compared to his vengeance if he thought I knew anything about him and her. I'd have to be 
really careful. I began to jot some notes about what Samantha had just discussed and made a mental note to talk 
through the possibility of a joint venture training initiative with either Colin Porter or Steve Patterson - or both.

We were now back near Suzhou proper and ahead we could see swathes of high-rise tower blocks. Mr Tao explained 
that this was the new town and certainly it was a marked contrast to the ancient parts of the city. The towers were most 
impressive, featuring all manner of architectural embellishments that made them look like iced candles from some 
gigantic birthday cake. A sign we passed indicated this massive development was a joint venture with Singapore and I 
couldn’t help but wonder what the quid pro quo might have been for that tiny island state. Whatever it was, the results 
were outstanding. The streets here were broad boulevards more reminiscent of Europe than mainland China. The high-
rises were set into neat gardens and there were numerous small parks. Everything was open, airy and pristine in stark 
contrast to the grim greyness of much of the old town. I did notice there were few shops here and wondered how the 
locals managed. I also wondered where they worked for there did not seem to be many factories nearby. However, as 
the bus wound its way around, we came onto a major highway which was the central spine of a truly massive 
industrial estate. There were few factories as yet but those that were told a story: Nokia, Bosch, Hitachi, Panasonic. 
You name it, all were big global manufacturers. All enjoying substantial tax breaks and with access to a vast pool of 
labour at pay rates that would be labelled exploitative in the first world. The other remarkable thing was that this vast 
development zone had all its infrastructure in place. All the streets were bitumened and had kerb and channel even 
though most of them were still deserted. For heaven's sake they were all even landscaped with tiny hedges that were 
manicured to within an inch of their lives. Teams of workers wandered the pathways, trimming and tidying and 
sweeping, all in readiness for the influx of western capital that would create them real jobs one day. 
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Samantha, too, was blown away by all this but she took exception to a jibe I made about slave rates instead of wage 
rates.

'Maybe these people are being exploited, I can’t say. But isn't it better to have meaningful work at minimal rates than 
no work and a life of poverty or even a life of soul-destroying indolence on government subsidies? Not that I think 
Chinese peasants get to enjoy any government subsidies.'

Her point was well made and I conceded it. At this stage, I was starting to feel famished and Sam told me I wasn’t the 
only one. Luckily we only drove another ten minutes before pulling up at the aptly named Grand Restaurant which 
was, as the name so accurately implies, huge! A three-storey 'palace', there were scores upon scores upon scores of 
tables on the round floor and we were allocated several off to one side. After a quick toilet break, staff began serving 
giant platters of delicious steaming food. Seafood featured strongly as did vegetables and none of the dishes was fatty. 
No wonder I hadn’t seen a fat Chinese person since I arrived in the country. I'd noticed that after a Chinese banquet, 
you feel really full for a while but it quickly dissipates. It is all so much healthier than the processed crap we pig out on 
at home. Today's feast had some, shall we say, interesting dishes. The spring rolls with whitebait stuffing were, well, 
fishy, while the shrimps soaked in wine were tasty, even though eating their heads was a trifle off-putting. But the one
I couldn't come at was an absolute doozy and apparently a specialty of the house. One of our Chinese hosts made a big 
fuss of it so I asked Mr Tao just what the dish consisted of. There was a lot of discussion between him and the staff 
before someone came back with an English menu. I kid you not, the thing was called: Gorgon fruits with ovary and 
digestive glands of crabs. True story! I thanked Mr Tao for his effort but opted to forego the dish. Even McDonald's 
was starting to sound good.

After lunch we were told we would have a quick visit to the Suzhou Urban Planning Exhibition Hall which was 
another massive structure set in beautifully landscaped grounds. One thing about the Chinese: they don't think small. 
The place was like a museum depicting the history of Suzhou's development from two thousand years ago and through 
several subsequent dynasties. It was a fascinating display and we were shown the exit rather too quickly. Still, business 
awaited. The bus took us to a bland government office where we disembarked and were ushered into a large meeting 
room. About fifty Chinese businessmen and women were seated in rows of chairs in front of a large dais. Apparently, 
Mayor Porter was going to give a run-down on Raleigh and then the delegates were to provide a brief resume of their 
business interests. Those in the audience would initiate discussions with anyone of interest once all the presentations 
were concluded. It was an interesting approach and, I thought, not so useful as Xuhui's effort but, hey, beggars can’t be 
choosers. A beautifully dressed and quite tiny Chinese woman who could have swapped careers as a model, provided 
the translation and she was bloody good. Some of our delegates used words and phrases that were hard enough to 
understand in English let alone be subjected to instantaneous translation on the run. We were seated along the side of 
the room and I leant across to Sally and said we should make sure we gave a really nice present to this lady because 
she was doing such a fabulous job. She agreed.

When we wrapped-up, there was an amazing melee as the Chinese fought to get to their speaker of choice before 
anyone else. It was almost a free-for-all with some of the guests raising their voices very high to command attention. 
Unfortunately there were only three or four translators so some order was imposed on the process pretty quickly. 
Sadly, I noted that only one person sought a discussion with Jodie Parsons and that was brutally brief. Feeling sorry 
for her, I wandered over to make small talk but found that she really didn't want to converse. I could only figure she 
had formed a dislike of me because of her falling-out with Sally. Still, in the few brief sentences we exchanged, she 
seemed accepting that her products were not attracting much attention in the Chinese market. Their way of life is so 
different to ours, she said.

Eventually, everyone was talked-out and it was time for Cr Patterson to give some farewell remarks which he did with 
his usual aplomb. It was hard not to notice that Mayor Porter spoke constantly to Geraldine during his colleague's 
performance and I would have been spitting chips at his ill-manners but Steve made a good show of taking no notice. 

By this time we were all buggered and everyone simply wanted to get back to the hotel to refresh. The thought of 
another banquet this evening had little appeal but Sally reinforced that it was not optional and asked us to make a 
special effort as tonight's hosts were senior Party officials and it was important for Raleigh for us to create a good 
impression. With a few quiet grumbles everyone agreed.
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It was four o'clock by the time we got back and I was eager to try my spa routine again. Stripping-off my clothes in the 
room, I pulled on my togs and my running gear before hurrying across to the pool complex. Unfortunately, the spa was 
occupied but the sauna was empty so I wasted no time in stirring up the steam and sweating out the toxins. God, but it 
felt good!

When I could not stand another second of the intense heat I staggered out, had a brief shower and then threw myself 
into the pool which worked like an electric shock. Refreshed, I clambered out, towelled-off and wandered back to my 
room. A nap was tempting but I was determined to be disciplined and sat at my desk starting to draft a couple of 
articles for back home. By 6.30 when I had to get ready for dinner, I'd made a great start and was really happy with 
myself. Typically, all that wondrous food we'd eaten at lunch had dissipated and I was hungry once again. Wonder 
what delicacies will get put under our noses tonight?

The venue for this evening's festivities was the opposite side of the corridor to where we'd been the previous evening. 
The room was dominated by two large circular tables and I could see name tags set for all the places. Who would be 
my companion tonight? But before I could wonder any further, I was being greeted by a small knot of well-dressed 
men and women whose business cards indicated they were members of the Chinese People's Political Consultative 
Committee. Just what that was, I had no idea but they seemed to be power-brokers. Geraldine told me they were the de 
facto parliament in China's labyrinthine political system. Whatever! As if word had spread from the previous evening, 
I was delighted to see large bottles of Tsingtao beer set regularly around the tables. You beauty!

A clinking of fork against glass called us to order and I noticed Sally had Colin Porter lined-up to make a presentation 
to the senior Chinese official. It was a beautiful aboriginal spear set in an ornate highly-polished wooden case. Very 
spiffy. He gave a small speech in which he praised China for its increasing engagement with the west, saying this 
offered the best possible prospects for a peaceful and prosperous future for the whole world. On a smaller stage, he 
was sure the people of Raleigh would be thrilled to learn that the mighty city of Suzhou had offered a Friendship 
Agreement and he looked forward to a long and mutually beneficial future in which cultural and trade exchanges 
would bind us together and deliver enhanced prosperity for both cities. The Chinese leader, a Madam He (pronounced 
more like 'her') responded in kind and said all sorts of lovely things that made me feel warm inside. Tell the truth, I 
was sick of platitudes and just wanted a bloody cold beer. I could see the stuff on the table getting warmer and warmer 
and it was making my heart sad. Just as I was on the brink of tears, they swapped pressies and Sally handed out bags 
of goodies from our side to all of them and they responded in kind and, finally, we got to sit down and start eating. 
And drinking. I must confess I did have a thirst on. Must have been all the sweating I did in the sauna.

As we wandered around the two tables, looking for our name tags, I thought I'd missed a place because I couldn’t find 
mine anywhere. Bugger! But I heard Geraldine call me and I followed her waving arm to find I was seated between 
her and Rafe. Oh, joy! I could discuss asphalt all night while Gerry maintained her constant quiet dialogue with the 
Mayor. That beer was looking more enticing all the time. I was just enjoying my first mouthful when Geraldine 
nudged me in the ribs and I looked up to find that Madam He had asked me a question. 

'Sorry, what was that?' I queried.

The interpreter asked how I was enjoying the experience of China.

'It's an amazing place. I am constantly in awe of what is being achieved here. The pace of development is beyond 
anything I have ever experienced before. You are to be congratulated on your achievements.'

'So what will you tell your readers back home?' came the follow-up.

'That it is important for Raleigh City to establish a strong relationship with China - and Suzhou - in particular. That we 
need to learn more about each other so that we can really understand each other's cultures. And that Chinese people are 
pretty much like Aussies - we all like a pleasant drink to end the day!'

Madam He laughed when the translated version was passed-on to her. 

She then asked: 'So, what do you think of our culture?'



148

'It amazes me when I think that your culture has grown over 5000 to 7000 years and our own has been developing for 
just a little over 200. That is an incredible difference. We are worlds apart because our circumstances are so different. 
But I believe we can teach each other much. And I think it is enormously important that we learn lots of lessons from 
each other.'

This time Madam He smiled contemplatively then turned to Colin Porter and said: 'I look forward to reading what he 
writes. May I be sent copies?'

'If that is your wish, then certainly we will comply, Madam,' the mayor responded. Then to me he said: 'And I have 
very confidence that his words will bring joy to us all, isn't that right, Mr James?'

'Your every wish is my command, Mr Mayor.'

There was no mistaking the broad grin on her face and that was before any of this had been translated. Did all of these 
senior people speak English? I had a sneaking suspicion they did. Before I had a chance to think about that any further, 
one of her henchmen rose and came to stand beside me. He was carrying a half glass of beer and was indicating that he 
wished me to skol with him. I suddenly found my glass had been filled to the brim again so as I rose to my feet, I held 
up the palm of my hand like a traffic cop ordering a halt. Using gestures and very big grins, I indicated that it was 
unfair for him to challenge me with half a glass while mine was full. My challenger blushed furiously at being caught 
out but had no choice other than to accept his glass being topped-up. When this was completed, we began drinking. I 
could have polished him off easily but I slowed down and allowed him to win, saluting him for his victory. He 
wandered back to his seat while I noticed Madam He smiling to herself.

The Mayor then became caught up with Madam He so Geraldine started talking to me. 

'How are you enjoying yourself?' she questioned.

'Now that I'm in your company, my heart is soaring, Gerry.'

I was on a high and didn't care what she thought, really. But I was only half kidding because I simply found her 
intoxicating. She was hot and I couldn’t help myself. Mind you, I did cast a glance to see where Sally was and 
breathed a sigh of relief to find her at the other table and with her back to me. Well, she had said it was just a once off, 
didn't she? Hey, she wasn't looking for commitment so what’s my crime, eh?

'You are such a wanker, Jimmy.'

'Now that may be true but you could save me the heartache of seeking solace on my own, sweet lady.'

'Dear god, do you ever give it a rest?'

'Not when I'm smitten by someone as lovely as you.'

'Keep it down, dickhead. If the Mayor hears you, there'll be trouble.'

'Okay, okay.'

Not needing to be told twice, I turned to Rafe and asked him how his prospects were shaping up. If Geraldine wanted 
to be a hard-nosed bitch then I had little choice but to ignore her. Asphalt wasn't my ideal topic of conversation but it 
was better than being put down.

For the first time, Rafe was animated. He had had two very positive discussions with engineers who thought his road-
building system was potentially a winner for China. He was already planning a return trip within four weeks so that he 
could commence serious discussions about a licensing agreement. Bitumen might have been a dry topic but his 
enthusiasm was infectious and we began quite a detailed conversation. Until another Chinese functionary from the 
other table came across with a full glass and wanted to challenge me. Again without my noticing, my own glass was 
full to the brim. I could smell a conspiracy here but was not fazed. To a round of cheers this time, we tilted our glasses 
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and drank. Once more, I could have won easily but let him take the lead and hold it. There was much laughter when 
we'd finished.

Three or four times over the next couple of courses, other Chinese officials came up to me for a challenge. The game 
had extended to a few other people now but I was the main focus. I could tell Mayor Porter was watching me with 
some concern but all was still fine. The first couple I let win again but then I decided to demonstrate my capacity and 
the last challenger - who had quite a flush to his cheeks by now - had drained less than half his glass before I held my 
empty one up. I smiled at each of the Chinese men in turn with a look that said, I will beat you all if you want to keep 
playing this game. That was when I noticed Madam He whisper something to her closest aide and then there were no 
more challenges. Funny that. 

I was not pissed but certainly I was feeling good by now. No pain at all. Which was such a shame that when I was 
reaching for some more braised beef, I knocked Gerry's glass of red wine and spilt half of it. It all just went onto the 
tablecloth but it was bloody embarrassing and I flushed furiously. 

'Are you okay?' she asked.

'Like you’d care,' was my embittered response.

'Hey, let's discuss this once dinner's over, all right?'

'I'll try to keep time free.'

That earned me a sharp look of rebuke and I had enough sense to tell myself to calm down and take it real easy from 
here on. I made sure I had no more beer and even held back on the food. One mistake was acceptable; two would let 
our side down and me in particular.

It was only a half hour or so before the banquet finished. Madam He congratulated me for my stamina and the Chinese 
guys, to their credit, all came and gave me enthusiastic grins. They loved the game as much as me and there was a 
special bond knowing that I knew they had tried to set me up but had not succeeded. There was a feeling that we were 
now friends for life. Funny thing, the grog.

The Chinese had just departed and I was standing with Colin Porter and Geraldine having a brief post mortem when 
Sally scurried over and said there was a problem and could she see the Mayor outside. Gerry  stuck to the Mayor as he 
hastened outside to hear whatever it was that Sally had to tell him. Left flat-footed, I decided it was time for some 
shut-eye. Brendan, as usual, was organising people to go find a bar for a nightcap but I knew that if I kept drinking, I
would regret it so I thanked him for the invite but said I would turn in. Tomorrow was a rest day and we were to be 
taken to a tourist market well outside the city. It was apparently one of the oldest in the country and we were all quite 
excited at the prospect of some more shopping. There was no sign of the Mayor or the others so I made my way just a 
little unsteadily back to my room and stripped off my clothes. I was sufficiently sober - or not so drunk, perhaps I 
should say? - to  begin packing my bags for the next day. We didn't have a real early start but it's always less stressful 
to be ahead of the game.

Still on a high thanks to my beer-drinking exploits, I decided to watch some telly before turning in. Not that there was 
much on. Dozens of channels in Chinese and two or three in English showing old movies. Still, it would help put me to 
sleep. After a half hour I was beginning to doze when there was a knock at the door. I couldn’t imagine who it might 
be but when I checked the peephole, I was completely surprised to see Geraldine standing in the corridor. Quickly, I 
let her in then realised I was only wearing a pair of light cotton shorts that I sleep in. She didn't seem to take any notice
and asked if I had a drink. Offering her anything in the mini bar, she chose a gin and tonic. While I mixed it she said 
there had been a complete fuck-up. Her voice indicated she was angry and frustrated and I wondered what had 
happened.

'Did you notice who wasn't there tonight?'

'No, I thought everyone was.'
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'Well, that dickhead Kelvin decided he had something better to do.'

'Oh, shit. Tell me all.' I decided that this might actually warrant another beer so I cracked a bottle of Stella Artois. 
Gotta hand it to these hotels: they know the good beers to stock.

'Seems that while we were having dinner, he's gone down for a sauna.'

'Yeah, so did I earlier. But I didn't see him there.'

'Well, it appears he has been in the sauna when a young man comes in. That's okay but then Kelvin strips off his shorts 
and exposes himself. The young man gets a bit worried but does nothing, thinking this may just be how westerners 
behave. Still, the other guy decides to leave Kelvin to it but Kelvin follows him out into the spa bath. By this time, the 
young man is starting to freak and quickly gets out and goes for a swim. That's when bloody Kelvin follows him again 
and jumps into the pool. Only thing is he still hasn’t got any clothes on and there's women in a small plunge pool up 
the other end who start squealing at the sight of this naked man. That brings a whole battalion of hotel staffers running 
and Kelvin is hauled bodily from the pool and hustled away. The cops came and wanted to arrest him. That's when 
Colin was called in and we've been haggling with the cops ever since. Madam He had to come back to the hotel and 
it's been agreed that if Kelvin gets on a plane home tomorrow, he won't be arrested for indecent exposure and god 
knows what other crimes against the state. Colin is furious. I had to walk him away before he tore that little prick apart 
with his bare hands. He's not so keen on gays anyway but the embarrassment in front of the Chinese has him angrier 
than I've ever seen him. Shit!'

'Well, at least Kelvin hasn’t been arrested. That would be worse.'

'That's very true. Still, fuck him! Why couldn't he behave?' She asked me if I would get the remainder of the G&T and 
I obliged willingly.

As I sat down on the bed again, she kicked off her shoes and began to massage her neck, muttering about stress she 
didn't need. 

'Perhaps I can help you with that,' I offered.

She looked at me cynically but asked: 'Do you know anything about massage?'

'You'll never know if you don’t let me have a go.'

'Oh, all right. Anything to get rid of this headache.'

I stood and moved behind her, starting to knead my thumbs into the tenseness down the side of her spinal column. It 
must have been the grog that made me mellow but I seemed to gain a technique that I never knew I had and soon she 
was uttering appreciative groans as I worked my magic.

'That is fantastic, Jimmy. I never imagined you could do this so well.'

'Hidden talents,' was all I said.

Then she leaned forward and slipped off her jacket, tossing it onto the adjacent seat. As she eased back into the chair, I 
resumed my rhythm but she stopped again and undid two of the buttons on her blouse, sliding it back so that I could 
work on her shoulders. Again she complimented me on my ability but I hardly heard because I could not look away 
from the sight of her glorious breasts just out of my reach but now well within view. I was really into it myself now 
and kept at it for a few minutes more before deciding to take a big plunge.

'Your bra straps and blouse are getting in the way. Do you want me to finish or would you like me to really get rid of 
your tension.'
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There was silence for longest time and she didn't move. Finally she said: 'You are as subtle as a train wreck, Jimmy 
James, but I may just take you up on your offer.'

With that, she stood and turned away from me so that I could not see her breasts. She removed her blouse and then 
slipped off her bra before lying on the bed, facing away from me. The swell of her breast that I could see gave me an 
instant erection and I wondered what I might do about that but she warned: 'And no funny business.'

'Last thing on my mind, missy.'

The only way I could get a proper grip was to straddle her so I tucked my erection into the waistband of my shorts and 
placed my knees either side of her, resuming my manipulation. I don't know what it was doing for her but it was 
working wonders for me. Here I was with one of the sexiest women alive and she's half naked underneath me while 
I'm massaging her. Talk about a fantasy come true. 

I gave it everything I had and it seemed to work because I could actually feel her relax completely. She just seemed to 
melt. By this time, though, I was as randy as all get-out and my erection was throbbing. I decided to work my way 
down her back and did so fairly quickly. Just as I had with Sally, I moved my finger down her ribcage, very lightly 
touching the swell of her breast. She said nothing but I could feel her body tense. She knows, I thought joyously, and 
she hasn't told me to stop!

I moved backwards and kept sliding down her spine until I was at her waistband. We were at a point of no return. 
Desperately I tried to think of a winning line that would get me to heaven but nothing came. Eventually, I said: 'If 
Madam has enjoyed the therapeutic effects of the neck rub, perhaps she would enjoy the full body massage. It's 
available this evening at no extra cost.'

Once again there was a lengthy silence. So long, in fact, that I wondered of she had gone to sleep. But without a word 
she raised her tummy and undid her slacks. She then eased her fingers into the waistband of her knickers and pushed 
both down over her backside. 

She said nothing, but then nothing needed to be said.

Suppressing a cry of pure joy, I stood up and removed the rest of her clothes. After I laid them out carefully on the 
chair I stood for a moment by the side of the bed and just ogled her naked form. My palms were sweaty it was so 
perfect. She was a slender woman and had not a blemish anywhere. I really couldn't believe my luck. Removing my 
shorts, I wiped off the pre-come that had begun to ooze from my rampant penis. My balls were tight already and I 
wondered briefly about my capacity to satisfy this gorgeous creature. 

Crawling back onto the bed, I gripped her ankles and slid her legs apart. Not too far, just enough to get access. God, 
what a sight it was. I was awestruck and she must have known I was sitting there looking at her most intimate parts. 
She gave no sign of it, though, and simply waited for me to resume my ministrations. Wishing I had some oil but 
figuring that it would make a mess of the bedspread, I began massaging her feet, working my thumbs hard into the 
callused area behind her toes, then along her insteps and, finally, her heels. While my attention was focussed on her 
feet, I couldn’t help but notice the way she clenched her buttocks every so often. It was tantalising to see those cheeks 
twitch at the touch of my hands on her feet. I didn't know about her but this was sure making me feel good. Moving up 
to her calves, I kneaded them firmly but gently, knowing how tight those muscles can become and how prone to 
excess pressure. The backs of her knees captured my attention for quite a while as I stroked them just to titillate her. 
This was no massage now, just sensation and she was responding more frequently. Slowly I moved up her thighs,
opening her legs ever so slightly wider all the time. Finally I was massaging her cheeks and now I could hear her 
breathing. It had become quite ragged and I thought she could easily have her first orgasm without much more effort. 
Suddenly a thought came to mind and I rose on my knees, gripping her waist and gently lifting her onto her knees. 
Telling her not to move I turned around until was on my back and slid up and under her fabulous pussy. Her breasts 
were just above my head and god knows I wanted nothing more than to suckle them but I kept my attention focused on 
the heart of her being. I traced its outline with my fingertips, keeping well away from her clitoris. Up and down the 
outside edge of her labia, I teased with my fingertips. Then I slid my index finger in between her lips and moved from 
the bottom up to her clit. She was dripping and as soon as I touched her button she began to moan. I was just finding 
my way around her love button when she pushed my finger somewhat indelicately aside and began to rub herself 
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vigorously. It only took about a minute before a shuddering growl emanated from deep within her. I watched 
fascinated as she brought herself off. I could have been offended but that hardly seemed to be the point. If she was 
happy, then I was going to be, too. Once her growl subsided, I moved aside and she slumped down temporarily 
exhausted from her release.

That was when I heard a strangled sort of bell sound and I wondered if it was the door. Not so Geraldine who leapt up 
as if I'd let off a really dreadful smelly fart. She leapfrogged me and scrabbled for her bag on the table. From it she 
removed her mobile and started a fairly one-sided conversation. I, meantime, was left to watch my rampant erection 
shrivel like a flower wilting out of water and wondering how some bloody phone call could be more important than 
fabulous sex. Horribly unfair. Rather than watch my poor old fella slump into insignificance, I began listening to her 
call. 

'No, I haven’t, not yet . . .  There hasn’t been a chance . . . I will, trust me . . . Yes, I know it would be damaging . . .  
Look, I can't talk right now . . .  I'll be back in a moment, okay? . . . Leave it with me, I said, all right?' 

Her tone had been getting sharper and sharper until I thought she would spit the dummy at whoever was calling her. 
But she didn't. She grabbed her clothes and raced to the bathroom, calling to me over her shoulder that she was sorry 
but would make it up to me another time. That was as consoling as a mere thank you when you've just offered 
someone your kidney for a transplant. I lay back wondering what I had done to deserve this cruel blow. I had been at 
the gates to heaven only to find myself flung out into a wasteland. Worse, it had happened without any explanation. 
Another minute or two and I would have been kissing and fondling those magnificent breasts. My entire consolation 
was the briefest of glances when I noted that she had very large dark areola with really perky nipples. God, what a 
bummer! 

The tap in the bathroom was eventually turned off and there was silence for a minute or two. When she emerged her 
hair was back in place and looking like a model ready for the catwalk once again.

My dismal expression and refusal to cover-up my poor, unsatisfied penis must have struck a chord for she paused and 
apologised for leaving so quickly. 

'Sorry, there's some further difficulties with bloody Kelvin. Have to run I'm afraid.'

Seeing no softening of my sour demeanour she promised again she would make it up to me sometime. Frankly, I was 
not entirely sure any longer that I really wanted her to. Well, that's a stupid statement and clearly indicative of my tired 
and emotional state thanks to too much beer at dinner. If this woman offered me sex of any kind at any time, I'd be like 
a puppy panting for a pat. I know my weaknesses. 

As she turned to go, she hesitated and turned back to me.

'Look, can I ask you a favour?'

A slight toss of my head was the only indication I was willing to give that I might respond positively.

'You won't write about this, will you? I mean Kelvin. After all, it's a personal thing and Council shouldn’t have to 
suffer any embarrassment because of his lack of self-control. That wouldn't be fair.'

Before I could answer, her mobile rang again and she groped in her bag for it as she reached for the door. On impulse, 
I called out: 'Was that the Mayor just before?'

Surprised by the question and about to answer this latest call, she replied: 'Yes, why?' But she was now halfway 
through the door and I heard her say as it slammed: 'I'm on my way, Colin.'

My head was buzzing with a thousand thoughts as I lay there pondering my bad luck. Yet, the more I thought about 
things, the more I began to think I was part of a set-up. It was all fuzzy but I couldn't help feeling that Geraldine had 
come to see me specifically to ask me not to report the Kelvin affair. It seemed inconceivable she had not done this at 
the mayor's urging. Sure, things had got sidetracked with my offer to massage her neck but maybe some sexual 
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gratification was just part of her battle plan. Maybe it was her modus operandi. That was a harsh assessment, I admit, 
but then my mind wandered back to our previous encounter and as I replayed what I could recall, it struck me that she 
had paused proceedings - after getting me all randy - to make sure I handed-over my computer memory stick. Maybe 
she was suckering me? Ah, it was all too depressing and I was too rooted from too much beer to care anymore and I 
ducked under the covers to drift off into blissful release.
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Chapter Seventeen

A long and winding road

When we signed-up for this trade mission it all seemed like it would be, at worst, a pleasant experience with a good 
time as the likely option and the most optimistic outcome being a great adventure. This morning, however, a quick 
glance around the group indicated clearly that things were taking a toll. The mood was sombre and many looked to be 
on the slash-my-wrists side of subdued. For the first time I was really glad I was just an observer.

Travel itself is tiring, no two ways about it. Early starts and late finishes compound the problem while excess alcohol 
consumption on a regular basis can play havoc with one's sense of well-being. I was feeling exhausted myself thanks 
in no small part to the emotional roller-coaster ride I'd been on with Sally and Geraldine. What was really affecting 
people, though, was Kelvin. As I joined the knot of Aussies in the hotel Reception area I overheard Brendan say he 
had just come past Kelvin's room.

'It was shocking. There were two what looked like plainclothes police officers standing guard either side of the door 
and there was another one standing by the lifts. It felt like he was under house arrest. They gave me the nastiest looks, 
too. Really stared at me like I was some kind of criminal. I felt like complaining to management but I guess it 
wouldn’t do any good.'

At that point Geraldine interrupted and laid down the law.

'The Mayor has said we must ignore the Kelvin situation. It is now in the hands of the Chinese authorities and a 
sensible compromise has been reached. If we meddle, it could well make it worse for him. No charges have been laid 
and he is free to return home.'

'But what if he's in nocent?' cut-in Jodie. 'What if he did nothing wrong?'

'Don't be so silly, Jodie,' Geraldine replied in a haughty brush-off that suddenly turned the group mood against her. 
Clearly they were upset and angered by what had happened and, if they couldn’t take it out on the Chinese authorities, 
anyone else would do. And Geraldine had just made a fatal miscalculation. 

My eyes scanned the group, checking their emotional response. It was not a pretty sight, I have to say. The exception 
was Cr Steve Patterson standing slightly to one side who almost looked to have a smirk on his face. No doubt his 
deeply Christian values didn't extend sympathy to homosexuals and Geraldine was hardly his best friend so, from his 
perspective, everything was sweetness and light. It was Col Porter who snipped a budding revolt in the bud.

'Now, everyone, just take a deep breath, all right,' he barked. 'I am the one who has been involved in all the discussions 
with management and the Chinese police and I am the one taking responsibility for dealing with this situation. You 
may not like the outcomes but you WILL adhere to them. Is that understood?'

It was amazing to watch their eyes all suddenly look down at their toes. Not a pretence at a hero amongst them. I had 
to bite my tongue to stop a passionate plea for someone, anyone, to stand up for poor bloody Kelvin. But I, too, 
surrendered to the mayor's dominance and let him hold sway without interruption.
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'You all signed a code of conduct before you left Raleigh and it quite clearly spelled-out Council's expectations of you. 
Kelvin was in breach of that code and he has to cop the penalty. Believe me, it could have been much worse. Much, 
much worse.'

Nobody really understood the implications but every person there responded to the mayor's theatrical touches by 
imagining dreadful scenarios.

'Look, his reputation will be protected by allowing him to return home early. No-one need ever know if you lot all 
keep your mouths shut. And, make no mistake, I'm telling you to do that. If you have any sympathy for Kelvin you 
will help his cause by never mentioning this to anyone.'

The majority of the group were still sheepishly staring downwards but I could not miss the mayor's challenging gaze as 
he silently instructed me in my 'duty'. I might care to discuss it with him later but only if I wanted to incur the wrath of 
a man who had previously had no compunction in threatening to neuter me. I held his gaze but felt no desire to 
challenge him. Okay, call me a coward, but I recall someone once saying that discretion is the better part of valour. I 
may have sometimes thought that was a cop-out but not now. Geraldine wisely listened to her instincts and subtly 
slipped backwards out of the group to disappear. For her, the less said the better.

'Now,' the mayor resumed from his threatening silence, 'today is a sight-seeing day. Kelvin will not be joining us. He 
will simply stay in his room so you might as well pretend he's catching up on some rest. We'll be back later and I 
suggest we all have an early night. Tomorrow we will take the bus back to Shanghai airport and catch a flight to 
Beijing. Kelvin will return home and that will be the end of the matter. Does anyone disagree with that?'

You'd have to be braver or more foolhardy than Saddam Hussein to challenge Colin Porter at that point, Even Steve 
Patterson kept his mouth shut. Me, I checked out whether my shoes needed a polish. The impasse was broken by Sally 
Ferguson telling us it was time to board the bus. No herd of sheep ever complied so docilely.

Once settled in our seats, things remained sombre but it appeared everyone had decided that the Kelvin situation was 
all too hard and perhaps it was better not to think about it for a while - at least not until we got back later. We were 
hurtling along a freeway to what seemed the north-west of Suzhou to some ancient market that had an entirely 
unpronounceable name. There would be plenty of bargains we were assured and the chance to buy lots of local 
delicacies to satisfy our hunger. The journey took an hour or so and we eventually pulled into a very large but entirely 
dilapidated car park that was home to scores of tourist buses and hundreds of motor cars. People were teeming out of 
the exit gate and into a narrow alleyway. We followed suit. It was like entering another world.

The high-pitched screech of hundreds of Chinese tourists conducting conversations that were entirely unintelligible to 
us was like standing at the perimeter fence of a major airport as a jumbo jet comes in to land. The sound is like a 
physical presence which envelops you to en extent that your other senses recoil into stasis. As waves of sound wafted 
along the alleyway, we coasted along with them. Hemmed-in on all sides by swarms of people who were looking at us 
as objects of curiosity, there was a tendency to wonder why you were there. Then came the realisation that there was 
no animosity in their gaze, and we were simply being evaluated in much the same way as the next trinket that might 
capture their attention. It was a strange feeling to be commodified. And even stranger to realise your appeal is really 
quite fleeting. 

But there was one group to whom we had far greater attraction and that was a band of shoe-shine exponents. A 
pleasant-looking middle-aged woman began accosting me to polish my shoes. She carried a square box on the end of a 
metre long stick and she - how else can I say it? - took a shine to me. She lavished on me the most beguiling smile as 
she repeatedly begged me: 'Shoe shine, mister, shoe shine, mister?' 

Just as repeatedly I said No. With increasing stridency and belligerence I said No. Like trying to melt an iceberg with a 
solitary match, it made no difference whatsoever. Every time I stopped to look into a shop window, she set down her 
box and prepared to do a job on my shoes. It got to the stage where I began to trip over her and I was becoming really 
frustrated. Some of the others were suffering the same experience but none of the shiners was in the same class as my 
new best friend. This saga played out for several hundred metres and about twenty minutes before I finally lost it.
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'Get out,' I yelled in my most brutal voice. 'No, no. no!' I bellowed before physically shooing her away with my arms. 
A strange quiet descended on the immediate vicinity and I received several icy stares from some of the Chinese traders 
lurking in their dark interiors. Foreigners harassing locals rarely goes down well anywhere in the world and this place 
was no different. Fortunately the tension was broken when some of the local tourists burst into laughter and made 
jokes in their own dialect about my predicament. I began to breathe again.

We wandered on, soaking up the sights and sounds of this alien marketplace. As we explored all sorts of strange nooks 
and crannies, I found myself in the company of Rafe Swinburne (given that I avoided Colin Porter and Geraldine; and 
Jodie Parsons avoided me; and Steve Patterson and I avoided each other; and Sally Ferguson seemed inclined to be on 
her own!). We agreed that the Chinese have a wonderful talent for cooking tasty treats. Their cuisine is ideally suited 
to street-side stalls and we sampled many a delicacy though we left - wisely I suspect - many, many others untasted. 
The area was clearly adjacent to a major fishing port for every few metres there'd be a large and usually plastic 
container filled with crabs, fish of various sizes and hues and all manner of other exotic seafood, including eels. The 
conditions for these poor creatures were appalling but the Chinese seem, generally, to be entirely indifferent to animal 
cruelty. They just have no affinity at all to lower forms of life. Dogs abound but they are mangy and half-starved and 
all seem to have a wolfish look thanks to survival techniques honed in the most difficult of circumstances. Rafe was 
hardly a sentimentalist but even he acknowledged this hardness of heart as a characteristic of the Chinese. His view 
was that it stemmed from the overcrowding and general poverty of the peasant class. Life for them was so damned 
difficult, they had no sentiment left to waste on anyone or anything else.

What was blowing his mind was the vast pool of labour available in China. It is almost unimaginable in scope by our 
standards and, sure, many of those needing work are ill-educated but there are plenty who have been schooled to a 
high level. If they ever get the chance to work, their combined productivity will be awesome. The thing that triggered 
my imagination was their taste for capitalism. The joke of China’s communist regime is that it presides over a 
populace which is so quintessentially capitalist it should make America quake in its boots. These people are deal-
makers extraordinaire. The back alley hawkers can trade as well as any Rothschild or Rockefeller. We tried them on 
for size plenty of times along that alleyway and while most of us thought we got a bargain or two, I'd bet the local 
traders laughed at our expense once they'd taken money from us. 

Eventually we came out into comparative sunlight at an ancient stone bridge that looked as though it had been there 
for centuries. And well it might have been. It had some typically Chinese name like Ancient Fisherman's Rest or 
something similar and it was a beacon for anyone who wanted a souvenir photo taken. Lots of young couples asked 
passers-by to snap them and there was a general mood of contentment. The waterway the bridge spanned was about 
fifty metres across and dilapidated houses stretched as far as the eye could see in both directions. We, too, took our 
happy snaps and then headed back the way we'd come. Not far back into the alleyway, though, our guide herded us 
into an even narrower laneway that was as higgledy-piggledy as a Soweto squatter's hut. Flagstones had been ripped-
up here and there in a bizarre attempt to replace water and sewerage pipes. Nothing was in a straight line and even 
Rafe could not work out how they had any chance of success. After about a hundred metres we emerged onto a lovely 
canal that had a two metre wide promenade along either side. There was a better class of housing here though it was 
still on the slum side of what we would call a shanty town. Even so, the sunshine was glorious and the sights intriguing 
and we were all enjoying the stroll. Another bridge loomed up and we crossed it to the other bank and began walking 
back in the direction we had come. Not far along we came to a restaurant and were guided inside. Our initial reaction 
was one of scepticism given the general nature of the area but once inside the door it was immediately obvious that 
this was an establishment of class. We were ushered to an upstairs room and seated around two large tables. Bottles of 
beer and wine appeared, followed by a delicious  banquet. One thing we'd have to acknowledge about our hosts was 
that their hospitality was impeccable. The food was as good as anything you could get back home and we had a really 
enjoyable time. Stuffed full once again, it was time to get back to our bus and head off to the next attraction. 

It was a pleasant stroll to the car park but, god help me, that bloody shoe shine woman was there waiting. Laughing fit 
to burst, she was clearly relishing the chance to take the piss out of me. Half a dozen of her colleagues were watching 
this pantomime to see if I would lose my cool again. Recognising that she would win if I did - and bearing her no 
malice whatsoever for trying to earn a pittance by stooping to clean some rich foreign pig's shoes - I opted for a left 
field strategy. As we all got to the bus and started to board, I wandered back the five metres or so to where the woman 
stood using sign language to ask for my business. I gently gripped her face and gave her a huge kiss on the forehead 
while handing her a fifty yuan note. She blushed bright crimson but loved it. Now all her mates were cat-calling her 
and she was finally the one on the back foot. I blew her a kiss as I climbed into the bus which triggered another burst 



157

of hearty jeers from her fellow shoe-shiners. As the bus pulled away I blew her another kiss and she waved with - dare 
I say it - a degree of genuine affection. We had played a game and she had finally come up trumps by taking 50 yuan 
off me which was more than she might earn in a week otherwise. Now it was my turn to cop a chorus of jeers from my 
own colleagues who reckoned I should have stayed and proposed marriage. Our laughter was a good antidote to the 
lingering ghost of Kelvin.

Next stop was Tiger Hill, home to the Yunyan Temple Pagoda built more than a thousand years ago. It is on a distinct 
lean and is known, not surprisingly, as the Leaning Tower of Pisa in the East. A remarkable stone and timber tower 
standing at least ten storeys high, we could walk through the base but not climb up into it. It was like a rabbit warren 
but its very antiquity made the hairs go up the back of my neck. What remarkable acts of history had been played-out 
in its many rooms? How many warlords had fought over it, conquered it, but left it standing? The hill it stands on is 
not high but offers a great lookout over much of Suzhou. The whole precinct is full of statuesque trees and manicured 
gardens featuring rock pools and tiny waterfalls. It was a happy-snapper's paradise and we indulged freely, most of the 
group ensuring they had photos taken with the mayor. He lapped it up big-time and could hardly contain his grin. The 
day had slipped-by rapidly and we were urged to hurry back to the bus to be in time to catch our final destination for 
the day: the Panmen Gate.

None of us had any idea of what to expect though I guess we all sort of imagined a big wooden gate. Not quite. The 
bloody place when we got there - and evening was starting to crowd in so we were lucky to be allowed entrance - was 
an old fortress. It is a remnant of the old city walls and features a battlement tower replete with ancient cannons and 
narrow slits in the massive stone walls through which arrows and spears were launched. The gate itself is actually two 
water channels along which small barges carrying produce entered the old city. An intact system of chains operated 
huge metal grates that could be closed to keep out invaders.  Truly there is nothing remotely like this in Australia. The 
very notion of living in fear of being attacked by marauding hordes is so alien to us that we wandered about with our 
mouths agape. We could have spent a lot more time there but it was getting quite dark and very cool so we hurried 
back to the bus and on to the hotel. 

That was when our mood became very sombre again at the thought of Kelvin incarcerated in his room in disgrace. A 
forlorn effort was made to see if anyone wanted to have dinner but everyone I was aware of opted to have room 
service. Certainly that was my preferred option and I wasted no time getting back to it. A sauna would have been 
wonderful but it hardly seemed a sensible idea given Kelvin's fate so I opted for a hot, hot bath in my room. 

The thought of Kelvin's emotional anguish - so, he was a screaming bloody queen but he was still one of us, okay? -
was surprisingly unsettling. It was like we were all in this strange and exciting but very different country whose rules 
we did not fully understand and that meant any one of us could transgress at any time. That was the sobering thing. I 
think we all kind of thought that Kelvin had probably gone to far but none of us really believed he would go beyond 
what was, to us, an acceptable limit. He'd just bloody done it - whatever it was, in fact, that he had done - in a 
communist country with martial law as the base line. What was all that Mother England stuff - Habeus Corpus or the 
Magna Carta? It was of no bloody help now to Kelvin. Wondering now about my first night's foray onto the internet in 
search of some raunchy web sites, I now had cold chills up my spine as to how that might have played out differently. 
Were they still just waiting to pounce? Was I being monitored to see if I transgressed in an even worse fashion (though 
I could not imagine what that could possibly be)? It was scary stuff and it made me pine for Australia. You knew what 
the boundaries were there. You knew what was acceptable and what was not. And even if you pushed the boundaries -
like driving too fast or with one too many drinks under your belt - you had a reasonable idea of the chances of getting 
caught and what the consequences would be. Here, we knew nothing. Here, was a whole different ball game. And it 
made China seem quite forbidding.

I could have found solace in the bottle or even in the television (god help me!) but I actually felt compelled to do some 
writing and I sat for about two hours drafting what I thought was some great copy, ready for my return home. Then -
sorry, Kelvin - I crawled into bed and had a wonderful night's sleep.
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Chapter Eighteen

Now you see him, now you don't

A relatively early night and a beautifully restful sleep will do wonders for you. I awoke full of excitement; happy to be 
alive and keen to get underway. The cause of my arousal, as it were, was the prospect of getting to Beijing: the capital 
of this extraordinary and magical land. It seemed so full of mystery and promise. For millennia, people from all parts 
of the globe had regarded it as the pinnacle of civilisation. True, most of them had wanted to bring it to heel and 
subjugate its citizens but, hey, I guess that's the price you pay for being on top of the pile. It's a wonder Americans can 
sleep at night!

We'd been told to gather at Reception by 8.30 to finalise our accounts and get ready for departure at nine. Since I had 
awoken early, I got into my exercise gear and wandered out to the front of the hotel which had giant ramps for vehicle 
access leading up its replica Great Wall of China: a very clever architectural flourish. Matching the style of Australia's 
Prime Minister, I started to briskly stride down one side of this 200 metre long mini-pinnacle. At the bottom I turned 
on my heel and grunted back to the top then down the other side before repeating the process. Hotel security staff, 
dressed like CIA spies with earpieces to converse with each other and dressed in heavy top coats to ward off the early 
morning chill, watched me with initial caution. But as I completed my circuit again and again their watchfulness 
turned to bemusement as this crazy westerner provided a degree of distraction and some entertainment for the hordes 
of Chinese workers scuttling to their jobs on foot, bikes and buses. Thinking to myself that I surely couldn’t be the
only hotel guest to get my exercise this way, I wondered whether to wave to the workers looking askance at me as if I 
was a mental patient escaped from some institution. However, being a stranger in a foreign land and ever mindful of 
the security guys watching my every step, I decided discretion would be the better part of valour and kept up my 
energetic stride without attempting to draw any further attention to myself.

When I'd had a gutful, I gave a wave to my minders at each end of the rampart and made my way back to my room for 
a scorching hot shower before dressing in a comfortable outfit suitable for travelling. We were due to be taken by bus 
back to Shanghai to catch a flight to Beijing. As everyone gathered after settling their accounts, we wondered when 
Kelvin would turn up. We wanted to demonstrate support for him and show that we Aussies stick together: bolster his 
spirits and let him know that he wasn't alone. We didn't get the chance. At 9.00, Geraldine announced that our bus was 
ready for boarding and would we make our way outside. We did so kind of assuming that Kelvin might be the last 
arrival, delivered by his watchers to ensure he didn't leave the hotel and make some kind of escape. You had to wonder 
just why a rampantly gay Aussie guy might want to abandon any element of comfort and security to escape into the 
wilds of China where he would stand out worse than the proverbial appendages on a male dog. It made no sense to us 
but it seems the Chinese work on a different kind of logic. Good luck to them. But their tendency to paranoia seemed 
pretty bloody silly to us. 

Anyway, we were all sitting there waiting for something to happen when Geraldine announced that we would be off. 

'Hey!' cried Jodie, 'Where's Sally?'

'And what about Kelvin?' piped-up Samantha.

I happened to be sitting behind Colin Porter and these two queries seemed to try his patience no end for he let out the 
most ponderous sigh before hauling himself out of the seat and turning to address us all. 

'Look, I know you're all feeling sorry for Kelvin but may I remind you that the poor bloody Chinese kid he tried to 
rape is just a little bit unsettled himself since his run-in with our gay friend. Lucky to escape with his virginity intact, is 
how it's been put to me. Now, you may all feel desperately sorry for little Kelvin but I've got to tell you that he has 
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caused me more grief in the past 24 hours than just about anything else in my entire career. I've had to put myself on 
the line for him to get him out of this place safely. If it wasn't for me, his arse'd be sitting inside some shoddy Chinese 
jail right now ready to rot for god knows how many years. I don't know how they respond to queers around here but I 
can bet you he'd be a very sore boy for the rest of his life. So, when I tell you I've engineered a good deal for him, 
you’d better bloody believe me. Coz it's true.'

Amazingly it was Rafe who decided to break with tradition and speak up: 'But no charges have been laid. He hasn't 
even been given a trial.'

Those of us who happened to catch the look of blind rage that flickered across the mayor's features at this interruption 
actually blanched. It wasn't pretty. You could see him visibly force down his anger before responding.

'Have you any bloody idea how privileged you are to enjoy the justice system we have in Australia? Because let me 
tell you it's a million miles removed from what they have here. They don't have to lay charges here, Mr Swinburne, 
they just take you outside and shoot you, if they like. That's what justice is like here and it doesn't matter if you’re a 
foreigner. Makes no difference at all. Kelvin is going to be a free man later today because I vouched for him. I told the 
authorities I would accept any penalty they cared to impose if Kelvin didn’t shut the fuck up and do as he was told 
until they put him on a plane for Australia. Do you understand that? I put my arse in a sling for him. Gave my word. 
And you'd better bloody bet that I made very clear to young Kelvin that if he so much as looked sideways out of place, 
I’d eat him for breakfast. And not in a way that made him happy.'

Ouch. That was a bit beyond the pale and none of us cared for the imagery. The mayor hadn't finished yet, however.

'So, he is being escorted by police officers direct to Shanghai airport and will be put on the first flight back home. At a 
cost to Rankin ratepayers I might add. But I'll be bloody invoicing the bastard, you can count on that. And Sally will 
accompany him. I do feel sorry for her missing out on Beijing but she raised no objection. Said something about being 
glad to get away from someone here. Don’t know what she meant but, hey, that's women for you. Sorry, girls, don't 
mean to offend, but you know what I mean.'

The contemptuous looks I saw on their faces didn't suggest they did but none of them spoke up. Couldn’t blame them. 
Col was really wound up and clearly not in a mood to be trifled with. 

'So, we'll be two people down for the rest of the trip but we are going to say that Kelvin took ill and Sally offered to 
accompany him. I have no doubt at all the Chinese will have already alerted Beijing to what has really happened but 
we'll keep up pretences, all right? Anyone who wants to play it any different can speak up now and I'll arrange for you 
to join the other two. No-one? Good. That's settled and let's not hear any more about it. Ever, okay?'

It was hardly a question; more like an instruction and no-one had the temerity to say diddly-squat. Even I felt ashamed 
at my silence but taking on the mayor wouldn't have achieved anything. He was right; we had all signed a code of 
conduct agreement and that gave him full authority. I couldn’t help but wonder if Cr Steve Patterson might not be 
savouring every moment, ready to crucify the mayor when we all got back. Still, I hadn’t seen Colin Porter lose to 
Patterson too many times and I figured he'd have a trump card somewhere when it mattered.

Had I cared for Kelvin no doubt my attitude would have differed but he wasn't my type and, while I had some 
sympathy for him, it wasn't anywhere near enough to risk my pay packet for him. Sally? Now that was different. I did 
feel sad at her departure, especially not having the chance to say goodbye. Still, I figured I'd catch up when we got 
back - which wasn't far off now anyway - and see if she still stuck to her 'once only' mandate. Sex with her had been 
warm, generous, kind and considerate and, truth to tell, I wanted to do it again. It had been a really satisfying 
experience and I wanted to be able to enjoy it again. When someone makes love to you with emotion rather than just 
passion, it's a whole different experience. As soon as I got back I'd chase her up and see how she felt. Take her for a 
coffee to debrief her and see how things went from there. How could she resist me, eh?

As the mayor resumed his seat, the driver engaged the clutch and we took off. I looked around to see Steve Patterson 
engrossed in thought and guessed he'd be working out how to victimize his colleague for his rather intemperate 
comments once we got back home. Oh well, let the two of them fight it out. What did I care?
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As the bus wound its way through the old Suzhou town, towards the freeway back to Shanghai, I couldn’t help but 
wonder at the contrasts in this metropolis of six million people. Much of the old city is down-at-heel and badly in need 
of a clean-up. Its citizens eke out a life that offers few amenities. They suffer overcrowding, a bare minimum of 
services and little opportunity for improvement. Not that they appear to mind. The contrast with the new tracts of 
suburbia could not be greater. Broad, clean and open boulevards with apartment blocks that look trendy enough to fit 
into most western cities. Quite the opposite of old China’s bland visual amenity. The unmistakeable message is of a 
society divided into two: one of privilege and opportunity and the other of relative squalor and hopelessness. 

It made me wonder to what extent there are divisions in this society. Envy has to be a factor. These two classes of 
people - in a supposedly classless society - are living cheek by jowl. The benefits of privilege and affluence are stuck 
up the noses of the poor cousins each and every day. And one thing I've learned about human nature is that it's never 
hard to arouse jealousy. It's an intrinsic element of who we are, no matter what our nationality.

And then I began to think of what little I knew of Chinese history. Bugger all, really. But it occurred to me that this is 
a land of peasant uprisings. These people have taken-on immensely powerful and brutal warlords for centuries and 
overthrown them. It is hard to imagine it happening again when the apparatus of the communist state is geared to 
suppress opposition with awesome might but to think it couldn’t happen would be to suggest that history does not 
repeat itself. The juggernaut that is the People’s Republic of China is rapidly and surely taking a dominant world role. 
It would be a shock to have it undone by a disenfranchised underclass at home who felt they were not getting a 
sufficient slice of the spoils. For all the world's focus on China's emerging wealth and burgeoning quality of life, scant 
regard is paid to the vast masses of peasants who are savouring very little of this enormous change but who get to see 
the select few who really are benefiting. It would beggar the imagination to suspect that if the spoils aren’t more 
widely dispersed - and quite quickly - China may just have more to worry about internally than it likes to suggest is the 
case externally.

Still the prospect of rebellion was hardly likely any time soon and I spent the rest of the journey soaking up the sights 
as we sped through a countryside that was enchanting because of its difference. 

Soon enough we arrived back at Shanghai's domestic airport, Hongqiaou. The usual bedlam of seemingly millions of 
Chinese scurrying in all directions and talking at the top of their voices descended on us once more. By now, it was 
starting to feel comfortable, like background music in building foyers. We grabbed trolleys and made our way to the 
China Eastern Airlines' check-in counter. Our Suzhou guide fixed everything up quickly and then gathered us to offer 
a farewell on behalf of her Mayor. We would be welcome again in Suzhou at any time and our visit had reinforced 
China's strong ties with Australia, she said. The Mayor was personally delighted to have secured agreement to 
establish Friendship City ties with Raleigh and was looking forward to visiting us sometime in the next year to 
formally establish this treaty. She herself was delighted to have met us and looked forward to greeting us if ever we 
made our way back to Suzhou. Then she was gone and we filed off to a crowded lounge to wait for our flight. It was 
an hour and a half wait so we took turns in wandering off to explore the giant terminal. There was nothing like the 
shopping traps of Singapore or Hong Kong to tempt serious shoppers but there were still quite a few stores that offered 
cheap trinkets that captured our attention and opened our wallets. Before too long we heard our boarding call and 
hastened to the departure gate. We were delighted to see that it was a big Boeing 767 and felt a degree of security in 
that knowledge even though our collective regard for the safety record of China's regional airlines was somewhat 
sceptical. Still, we were locked in and that was that.

Once on board, we settled back to enjoy the amenities but they were very different from the flights we were 
accustomed to. Safety announcements were done in Chinese and then English but the video entertainment was purely
Chinese which left us somewhat out of our comfort zone. The in-flight meals also catered to their customary Chinese 
audience but we had become fairly adept at chopsticks and rice so we managed. Space between the seats was another 
major point of difference and poor Rafe - all two metres of him - had his knees up under his chin all the way. Stoic he 
was but you could tell not entirely happy. Having an aisle seat and no view, I couldn’t tell what was happening 
underneath us but it was only a two hour stint to Beijing so I filled the time with reading. When the Captain's 
announcement finally came that we were preparing to land in Beijing, I could feel the surge of excitement filter 
through our ranks. Those lucky enough to have window seats were glued to their little Perspex portholes. 

The hard thump of our touch-down was mightily reassuring: yes, there's probably a million and one flights every day 
across the vastness of China but you read about more coming down unintentionally than is comfortable. So, being 
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back on ground was great. As I peered across the shoulder of Brendan, I could see that this was truly a large airport. 
There were not just airbridges aplenty but two terminals with, I thought I could see, another enormous behemoth under 
construction in the distance. No doubt getting ready for the influx of world visitors for the 2008 Olympics. As we 
watched gate numbers flash by, I began to realise just how big this facility truly was. I was counting Gate numbers: 
224, 225, 226, 227 and they stretched away into the distance. But it was when we finally stopped that the 
awesomeness of Beijing International Airport finally became apparent. Once all the fussing had been completed and 
we were finally allowed to disembark, I saw that we were not actually at a terminal. In fact, as I emerged from our 
aluminium tube, I was startled to see we were butted-up against a wire perimeter fence. Perhaps they thought we had 
Kelvin on board and were implementing security procedures? Just kidding. No, there was a series of similar landing 
bays wandering off into the distance. As a special purpose bus pulled-up to collect us for a ride to the terminal, I read 
our gate number: 324. For god's sake: 324! And the numbers went up beyond that! Nor, remember, were we in some 
bloody light aircraft on an unscheduled flight. No, this was a regular - and almost full - 767 on a major short haul trip: 
Shanghai to Beijing. It had to be one of the most popular routes in the country. And we didn't even qualify to get 
access to a terminal. The vastness of this amazing country started to seep into my consciousness in a way I had not 
considered before.

As we hung on grimly to our hanging straps as the airport bus weaved its way through traffic to baggage collection 
another fascinating difference became apparent. In every airport I've ever been to, aircraft generally move along at a 
snail's pace. Wouldn't want an accident to happen, eh? But here in Beijing, the swarms of service vehicles darted to 
and fro at a rate of knots that made a Formula 1 car race seem sedate by comparison. More amazingly, the aircraft did, 
too. It was outlandish: as if the pilots were driving delivery trucks rather than massive machines full of highly volatile 
fuel and hundreds of passengers. Life, when there is so bloody much of it, clearly has a diminished value. An 
interesting point that and I pondered it as I gawped fascinated by all that was going on around me.

Once into the terminal we entered a cavernous space full of baggage carousels so big that they made the Eiffel Tower 
seem like a three-storey walk-up. Still, our luggage appeared in no time and I had to wonder at how such a massive 
and complex facility worked so damned well. They're nothing if not organised, these guys.

Wondering what we might expect from Customs at this gateway to China's heartland, I was pleasantly surprised at 
their leniency. Everyone in our group was waved through with only the most cursory of checks. We didn't seem to 
have special clearance but anything was possible, I supposed. 

Once into the main concourse, it was bedlam. Even Shanghai airport seemed tiny compared to this place. But we 
edged our way toward the Exit signs and, amazingly, an attractive young lady appeared and began waving to us. Did 
we have a signs on our foreheads? No, but she knew who we were without ever having set eyes on us. This is a 
mystery of the Chinese system. We were hardly the only foreigners there. Scores of Europeans of all sorts and quite a 
few Africans and even clutches of Americans were wandering back and forth. But this lady knew we were hers to 
command. We followed her lead without demur. Even if she had chosen the wrong group, we weren't inclined to 
argue. She looked like she knew what she was doing and that was good enough for us. 

Just outside the sliding doors there was the ubiquitous Toyota Coaster bus waiting for us. We jostled our luggage 
aboard and grabbed seats as if we hadn’t sat down for a week. There's something about nervous tension that drains the 
stamina right out of you. A few people up the front engaged the guide in an animated conversation but I couldn’t hear 
what was being said so I just stared out the window. This was a congested city, no mistake. It was also a smoggy city 
and the brown haze was so thick it was restricting the view. There were plenty of skyscrapers but nothing like the 
inventive and daring architecture that characterises Shanghai. This place was more bland and monumental in a 
Stalinist sort of way. I was amazed by the array of massive boulevards and avenues that criss-crossed the city. They 
were enormously wide and quite alien to the crowded, narrow roadways that seemed common elsewhere in China. 
Perhaps the national capital had been captured by urban planners way back? Despite the width of the roadways, 
however, congestion hadn't been overcome and we were forced into a slow crawl several times as we struggled 
through the thickening evening peak hour evening traffic. At about four o'clock it seemed like bedlam and I dreaded to 
think how long it would take later motorists to get home. Still, not our worry, and we soon arrived at the Beijing 
International Hotel.

We clustered in the reception foyer, scrutinised every ten metres or so by a phalanx of hefty young men all dressed in 
grey trousers and navy sports coats and all wearing earpieces. Anyone would think we were a mob of terrorists to be 
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kept under the closest scrutiny. At check-in we had to produce our passports again and were confronted by signs 
telling us just how little local currency we could take away with us. Just why we'd want Chinese money back home 
was a mystery but I let it be. Still, the formalities were eventually completed and we made our way to our rooms with 
an agreement to share dinner in the 'cheap' restaurant on the ground floor. 

My room was on the seventh floor and had a wonderful view of the roof and air-conditioning units of an establishment 
next door and not much else. By craning my neck I could see a tiny portion of the remarkably big boulevard out front 
which was now a continual stream of red tail-lights in the early evening darkness. Once my luggage arrived and I 
tipped the porter, I stripped-off and enjoyed a glorious shower, washing off all the grittiness of the day's travel. The 
room itself was spacious and well-equipped and I retrieved my laptop and began compiling notes about the journey, 
especially our angst about Kelvin and Sally. 

All too soon, it seemed, it was time to dress and wander downstairs. The food was a mixture of western and Chinese 
dishes and we all enjoyed indulging our respective whims. For me it was an omelette with a side order of fries. 
Frankly, once I'd finished it, I wished I'd stuck to Chinese. Funny thing, habit. A few of us wanted to wander the 
streets and check out the sights but I didn’t fancy it so made my apologies and beat a retreat back to my room. I had 
found a copy of an International Herald Tribune in the foyer and avidly perused it for the latest on world events. Not 
that there was anything I really needed to know. Certainly there wasn't a word about Australia in its many pages. 
Fortified by a few beers from the room fridge, I read my book until my eyes surrendered to tiredness and tucked 
myself in for a pleasant night's sleep. Tomorrow promised to be an interesting day and I was looking forward to it.

With a formal greeting by the Mayor of Xuanwu District scheduled, it was suit and tie time and I polished my shoes 
just to make sure I looked sharp. The mood of the group was a little lighter this morning as we began to put Kelvin out 
of mind. Colin Porter still looked as though he was cranky but said little as did Steve Patterson who I noticed was very 
reflective today. I tried chatting-up Geraldine but got rebuffed in fairly short order. Way less than happy, she said, 
because with Sally now out of the picture she had inherited all the gift-giving and general PR duties. With no further 
elaboration forthcoming I was left to imagine that the Mayor's PA didn’t see herself as a menial lackey. That she 
frequently did so for her boss was apparently a totally different ballgame. No, I couldn't figure that one out, either. Call 
it true love. Anyway, I still had nagging doubts about her attitude to me so I bit my tongue instead of offering to help 
her. Hey, I never said guys couldn’t be bitchy. Even so, mild pangs of guilt did afflict me but I kept them well-
controlled as she struggled with the large bag of goodies to be given to our Chinese hosts. Hee, hee!

Our guide today was a suave young man dressed as nattily as any high-priced big city lawyer back home. Andrew he 
said his name was and told us that Xuanwu was one of the most prominent districts in Beijing, located close to the 
geographic heart of the capital. It had administrative responsibility for part of Tiananmen Square and was a prestigious 
area, home to many of the capital's power elites. The drive was a short one and we pulled up out front of a large, 
modern office block that oozed wealth and authority. A bevy of officials swept out of the building and down the 
imposing set of front stairs to greet us. They swarmed around Colin Porter and I noticed he was looking a little 
flustered without Geraldine at his side as she struggled with the gift suitcase. Relenting on my hard-nosed stance, I 
stepped forward and took it over, allowing her to resume her place as the mayor's fix-it person. I did get a quick glance 
of thanks from him which, I guess, made it worthwhile. Hell, he was my ultimate paymaster so might as well keep him 
happy. 

We were ushered into the building and across the foyer of a large customer service centre much to the bemusement of 
people waiting to transact their business. At least it seemed to ease some of their tedium because none of them looked 
as though they wanted to be there. Forking-out cash to government seems to be distasteful no matter where in the 
world you live. We climbed a flight of stairs - which made me wish I hadn't been so damned generous in taking 
Geraldine's suitcase - and along a corridor of offices in which bureaucrats shuffled papers alongside antiquated metal 
desks and deadly dull grey filing cabinets. It was dreadfully old-fashioned and I offered a prayer of thanks that I was 
not incarcerated in a job like that. Then we entered a large reception room and the contrast was remarkable. This was 
the last word in luxury and the projection of power. A handsome middle-aged man sat centre stage at the far end and 
exuded authority. He was friendly but in a dominating way. The atmosphere here was entirely different from Shanghai 
or Suzhou and maybe it was a reflection of the prestige of government in the nation's seat of power. It seemed 
impossible to imagine that people like this mayor had the power of life and death over their citizens in some parts of 
this vast and intriguing nation and who knew what real power this man held. I didn’t want to be the one to find out.
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Once we were settled - all of us down one side of the room and our hosts lined-up opposite - the mayor was introduced 
as Lin Zemin. His secretary-general (great title, eh?) then introduced himself and the rest of their team. They were all 
senior managers with varying responsibilities and every one of them - all men - could have passed for lawyers. Colin 
Porter deputised Steve Patterson to do our introductions then we settled back while green tea was poured and hot 
towels were dispensed. Little formalities concluded, it was our mayor's turn to sell Raleigh to our hosts which he did 
with his usual gusto and just slight exaggeration. Their response was delivered with suitable gravitas as he told us 
Xuanwu is only 19 sq km but home to more than half a million people. Impressively, the mayor said his district was 
the original city of Beijing and had a history dating back 3000 years. Such antiquity is impressive but an entirely alien 
concept to most Aussies since the history of white settlement of our continent dates back little more than 200 years. 
Xuanwu is the home of the original Peking Opera and is regarded as a renaissance cultural area. While modernisation 
is all the go as elsewhere in China, at least this district recognises the value of preserving some of his special history. 
Once the set-piece speeches were concluded, the discussion turned to education. It seemed they had a real desire to get 
administrative training and some practical experience in Australia. They send cohorts of fast-track officials to the 
United Kingdom and America every year to undertake Masters degree studies but they also wanted short-course 
training of one to three months' duration and Raleigh seemed an ideal destination. Ted Sanders was bursting to sell his 
university and he had them eating out of the palm of his hand for quite a while. His general enthusiasm and quick wit 
won them over but he also demonstrated a detailed knowledge of the courses Southern Star University offered and 
how they could be modified to meet Chinese needs if there was sufficient demand for places. Samantha, however, was 
not to be outdone and tried her hardest to interest them but, whether it was because she was a woman or whether they 
were only interested in university-based education, she didn’t appear to set them on fire. Under questioning, it turned 
out her Accelerated Management Training courses were not accredited and the Chinese lost interest immediately. Still, 
she gave it her best shot. Rafe, too, got a couple of them going by waxing lyrical about roadworks and everyone 
seemed very happy. 

Their mayor stood then and we began the round of official gift-giving which got my pulse racing because I had no idea 
what was what. Geraldine, however, shooed me to one side and retrieved the biggest package to give to Col which was 
a lovely boxed boomerang set which the Chinese seemed to think was wonderful. We got some terribly ornate, heavy-
framed gilt picture of a red dragon on a black velvet background which, after suitable expressions of delight were 
uttered by all of us was shunted across to me to look after. Now I knew how Geraldine had felt this morning and I was 
less than thrilled to be seen by the Chinese as a mere pack-horse. I was, after all, a senior freelance journalist! Still, the 
case was a whole lot lighter once we'd given away all our stuff which was just as well because we exited the room and 
were taken back downstairs to be given a tour of the service centre. As I was the last person in the group and the 
translator only conversed with the mayor and Councillor Patterson, I couldn’t tell what was what. Didn't think my life 
was going to be irreparably harmed by missing out so I just kept a pleasant expression on my face and tried not to let 
the boredom get to me. 

After a long trawl past scores of counters at which staff and customers shuffled sheets of paper and which was as 
exciting as trying to get a copy of your birth certificate, we moved back outside and into the wan sunshine on what was 
quite a cool day. It was time for photos on the steps and we all performed like kids at a school concert with big grins to 
mark the occasion. Ensuring the gift case was shunted well off to the side, I snuck into the line-up next to Geraldine 
and the mayor. I've learned that photos can be an amazing means of telling the story you want told. I mean, people in 
our group might remember me as the bag boy that day but the photo will always show me as effectively next to the 
mayor which suggests I had greater status. I'm mad, you reckon? A wanker? Yeah, but it works!

Once more back into the bus we trundled around streets as the day grew darker and darker. It wasn't, however, clouds 
threatening rain. No, it was smog. A thick dark brown haze hung over everything and we were all shocked at how 
dense it was. When our guide was questioned about it he just shrugged and said it was merely some fog. Well, I ain't 
never seen brown fog, I gotta tell ya. Fog, like fresh snow, is about the purest form of white you'll encounter. And this 
was quite the opposite. We'd noticed it when we arrived yesterday but it wasn't as bad as this and we were in the hotel 
pretty quickly anyway. Today was just something else again. Even so, we were distracted by the sights as we drove 
along what was Embassy Row, a large tree-lined avenue where every second residence was palatial in size and 
guarded by green-fatigued Chinese soldiers with metal helmets and bearing serious weapons. Some of the places had 
fortified fences and very obvious security features. The notion of a terrorist coming to Beijing to launch an attack on a 
government embassy seemed pretty ludicrous but these guys clearly didn't share my benign view of the world. Along 
that lovely stretch of road the Chinese had deployed what seemed like as many personnel as Australia's entire 
contingent to Iraq. If it was supposed to be reassuring, it was an abysmal failure.
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Oh well, we soon arrived at a pleasant hotel where we were taken to a wonderful upstairs room in which Mayor Lin 
Zemin was waiting for us and greeted us like old friends. The first thing we noticed was that the room stank of 
cigarette smoke and as we were seated, the mayor and several of his colleagues proceeded to light up again offering to 
share their cancer sticks with us. At that point we realised not one of us Aussies was a smoker and their offers were 
politely declined, albeit in the case of Jodie Parsons somewhat vehemently. And when one of the Chinese officials 
next to her lit up she very pointedly shifted seats. It was quite uncomfortable for a moment but Colin Porter eased the 
tension with some bantering comments to his counterpart and as the food began to arrive our hosts stubbed out their 
ciggies and the moment was forgotten. 

It was a hearty affair and got a whole lot happier when they brought out beer and wine. Since the red was still the 
Great Wall drop, I stuck to beer and as the courses progressed we had quite a few 'shouts' which resulted in some of 
our hosts taking off their ties and kicking-up their heels as though it was an evening party and not the middle of the 
day. It reinforced an impression that I had started to form: that alcohol is the greatest boon to foreign relations yet 
invented. Once you've had a few drinks, everyone's suddenly talking the same language. Everyone's little witticisms 
are as funny as all get-out and the whole affair becomes quite amplified with voices rising ever higher. It was a great 
gathering and we could have stayed there all day but just as suddenly as always, Mayor Lin stood and all his entourage 
assumed serious faces again and began replacing their ties. Back to work for them, he told us, and with some hearty 
farewells we were hustled back down to our bus to play rubber-necking tourists for the afternoon.

A short drive brought us to the famous - or is that now infamous? - Tiananmen Square. We rushed off to begin our 
experience of this notable place where a protesting students was crushed under the tracks of a tank.  The one thing that 
takes tour breath away is the sheer size of this place. It is vast. And pretty damned cold. My suitcoat wasn't doing 
much to keep out the chill and some of the others were in the same boat. As we wandered around our attention was 
drawn to a massive building bordering the square which we learned was The Great Hall of the People. Looked big 
enough to fit damned near the whole population of Australia inside. One thing about the Communists is that they 
understand the power of monumentalism: that sheer scale can reinforce a sense of power and authority. Bloody 
effective. 

As we stood chattering under one of the many giant light towers dotted across the square I looked closely at it and was 
astounded to see that there were not only lights but cameras and what looked to be recording devices as well! In 
tandem with squads of soldiers roaming everywhere, it reinforced the reality that this is a one-party military state ruled 
through the application of the People's Liberation Army. The point being that you can easily lose sight of that fact in 
Shanghai and even Suzhou, two cities that are far more open to the west. We next made our way to the northern end of 
the square where the fabled Forbidden City waited.

This extraordinary construction takes the breath away. The incredible size of the compound reinforces in a way that 
nothing else could just what power and reverence a true emperor commanded. No wonder commoners didn't even dare 
look him in the eye. Nor was this just a home palace: it was an administrative centre that housed enough bureaucrats to 
maintain order across the entire kingdom. We walked for seemingly kilometres, every new gateway revealing another 
spectacular feature. Frankly, we were numb, albeit pleasantly, by the time we staggered out at the other end. For some 
reason our bus was delayed and we had a long, long wait until it arrived. We were chilled to the bone by the time it did 
and I could just feel a cold coming on. Bugger!

Back at the hotel, I ran a big hot bath and soaked until I resembled a broiled lobster. A few vitamin C tablets 
disappeared down my throat and I fervently hoped all would be well. We were due to visit the Great Wall tomorrow 
and I didn't want to feel off-colour. None of us had succumbed to anything so far on the trip and I sure didn't want to 
be the first to go down. 

It turned out the hotel had a revolving restaurant on its 20th floor so we opted to enjoy the buffet dinner while getting 
an eyeful of Beijing from this unique vantage point. It was a good decision because the outlook was stunning. Not as 
kaleidoscopic and rampantly colourful as the Shanghai skyline but an inspiring sight nonetheless. I tried hard to get a 
seat next to Geraldine but was trumped by Jodie, Brendan and the ever-present Colin Porter. Still confused as to just 
what I meant to her - if, indeed, anything - I was hoping a long chat might clear the air or just clear my own mind. That 
and the fact she was wearing a dress. Not just any dress, either. Her breasts looked ready to pop out and say hello to 
everyone. They seemed way bigger than I could recall and I began to admire the wondrous art of the modern bra, 
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especially the push-up type. It was doing such a good job that if Gerry had had an itchy nose she could lean forward 
just a smidgin and tickle the end of it on either of her suddenly ample breasts. All right, they weren't sitting quite that 
high but god they looked wonderful. All soft and pale and warm and cuddly and . . . oh, all right, I'm a sucker for 
breasts, okay. Think I was randy, actually, because I couldn't tear my eyes off them. Got sprung, too, but that was an 
accident just waiting to happen. All I got was a slight smile of recognition but no hint of a come-on. As she withdrew 
from the buffet line to resume her place alongside the mayor I could only console myself with the thought that at least 
she hadn’t castigated me with her eyes.

Steve Patterson hadn’t turned up yet and I found myself sitting with Samantha, Rafe and Ted. Rafe was as animated as 
I had seen him all trip because he'd been talking with an engineer at lunchtime who was really interested in his 
Durapave asphalt system. Thought the Beijing Municipal Government might be interested in talking to him. The guy 
had arranged to call Rafe on his mobile tomorrow and he could hardly contain himself at the prospect of getting entrée 
to the Chinese market. 

'This could be the absolute making of our company,' he told us in awestruck tones. 'We've had some success back 
home but the Australian and New Zealand standards are too stringent to give us a level playing field. Here, though, 
there are hardly any standards at all from what I can make out and the cost savings we can offer seemed to really 
interest him.'

'What's the difference?' I probed.

'Well, their highways don’t have to withstand loads as heavy as in Australia. We now have B-double semitrailers 
which are 34-wheelers. In the States, for instance, most of their long-haul trucks are only 18-wheelers so there's that 
much greater pressure exerted by each wheel on the pavement.'

'Sounds exciting, Rafe,' I offered, but my sarcasm sailed over his head entirely unnoticed.

He launched into more technical detail which left the three of us exchanging mirthful smirks until, finally, Samantha 
used her charm to break in and turn the conversation around to education. It became obvious that she and Ted had 
been discussing strategies already and were keen to develop a joint proposal for at least some of the courses that the 
Chinese had expressed interest in. There were plenty of hurdles in their way but Ted, particularly, seemed hell bent on 
smashing them aside. I began to think he was being way more accommodating than his university academic bosses 
might be until I noticed how solicitous he was of his dinner companion. It was when she said she was ready to get 
some desserts and he leapt to his feet to pull back her chair and then followed her to the waiting smorgasbord like a 
puppy that I started to think his mind was not just on education. Sneaky devil!

As I watched them from the table I couldn't help but smile at their antics. It was like two swans courting as they went 
out of their way to be kind and gracious each other. Amazing how we can implement a whole Rolls-Royce version of 
manners when someone attracts us sexually. When they sat back down, every word uttered by Samantha was listened-
to by Ted with a solemnity appropriate for a one-on-one audience with the Pope. But if she said something remotely 
humorous he warbled like a songbird to indicate her performance was better than any line Steve Martin has ever 
uttered. Then there were the other signals: leaning in to her avidly, a light pat on the arm every so often, jumping for 
the sugar for her coffee, rushing for a serviette when the milk dribbled. Oh, it was touching. Their antics amused me 
no end and the time passed really quickly. Unfortunately, I was so preoccupied by them that I missed quite a bit of the 
Beijing skyline. Rafe did, too, but that was because he was lost in his own head, counting his blessings or, perhaps, the 
millions he was going to make any day now. 

Still, a big day was planned for tomorrow - we were off to the Great Wall - and we were all abuzz with excitement at 
the prospect. So, it was time for bed. The thought of that made me look around for Geraldine but she and Porter were 
just making their goodbyes with a polite instruction by the mayor for Steve Patterson to use his corporate credit card to 
settle the bill for all of us. The councillor didn't look too happy with that but complied. Samantha and Ted were going 
to have a nightcap but I declined their invitation to join them. Sometimes three is such an uncomfortable number.
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Chapter Nineteen

Climb every mountain

Elle McPherson had just undone her bikini top ready to dive into the gloriously pale blue waters that surrounded our 
magnificent white yacht when I felt the boat rock. It was just the rebound from her arcing dive but as she plashed into 
the water I felt another tremor. And another. Then I began to worry what was happening. Our boat was suddenly being 
lashed by a wild storm. That was when I finally awoke from my deep sleep to realise that a gale was buffeting the 
hotel. The windows of my room were emitting a high-pitched howl as the wind found the tiniest of gaps and forced its 
way through. As I sat up, all went quiet and I began to wonder if I'd imagined it as part of my dream. But the next 
onslaught got me worried and I rushed to draw back the heavy drapes and peer outside. It sounded as though driving 
rain was lashing the hotel but all was dry. Then another stupendous gust hit the hotel and the windows seemed to 
bulge. I began to fear that a tornado was battering the place. The wind was in a fury as it howled like a banshee 
through the night. Such was the force of the onslaught that I found myself listening intently for the sound of an 
evacuation alarm. However, as I craned my neck to look to the front of the hotel I could see that cars were still cruising 
the boulevard as if life was going on as normal. Still I could not get over the force of the wind but after gazing intently, 
albeit futilely, at this unseeable power I wandered back to bed. It was 2.30 and it took quite a while to drop off again 
but eventually I did so.

At 7.00 when the bedside alarm chirruped me awake, all was quiet and a stillness had settled over the city. Drawing 
back the drapes once again, I was shocked by the difference. The sky was crisp and clear and my view extended twice 
the distance it had yesterday. Remarkable how much more attractive Beijing looks when you remove the brown patina 
of smog. Anyway, I only had forty minutes left before the bus was due to depart so I hurried through my morning 
ritual and lobbed in the Reception foyer, second only to Jodie Parsons.

'Did you hear that wind last night?' I asked, all agog.

'No, what wind?'

'Don't tell me you didn’t hear anything?'

'Not a bloody thing. What are you on about?'

I was wondering how to convey what I had experienced when Brendan arrived and - thank god - backed-up my story.

'It was phenomenal. My room looks out to the north and the wind was whistling through the windows fit to wake the 
dead.'

'Exactly! Scared the shit out of me, I don't mind admitting.'

'Ah, you’re just a wuss,' was her scathing response and she slipped away.  Clearly, she and I were never going to be 
friends. Must still be pining for Sally Ferguson, I figured. Oh, well.

Brendan seemed to know a bit about the weather and he suggested it was the start of the winter season when gales 
come howling out of the Mongolian steppes to buffet Beijing with the seeming power of a nuclear detonation. My 
mind couldn’t begin to imagine what life must be like here when it is the middle of winter and those gales carry inches 
of snow. God, what a place!
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Our conversation was interrupted then by a dapper man in his thirties who looked like he owned half of Beijing. He 
was accompanied by a very attractive young woman whom he introduced as Helen. She was to be our guide for the 
day and if we had any questions or concerns she could not deal with, she would phone him. As if on cue, his mobile 
buzzed and he excused himself to take the call. Helen asked if we were excited to be visiting the Great Wall and we all 
- everyone else had joined us by now - responded enthusiastically. Time to go, she announced, and I made my way 
down the back of the bus only to have Steve Patterson take a seat in front of me. The Mayor and Geraldine were down 
the front.

'Morning Councillor,' I gushed in my most obsequious brown-nosing tone. 'How are you feeling today?'

'Quite good as it happens,' he said with a grin that reminded me of a shark about to claim a victim. 'Tell me: how are 
you going to deal with the Kelvin episode?'

Uh oh, loaded question. Be careful how you answer this one, Jimmy. 

'Ah, I hadn't really thought about it in that context yet, Councillor.'

'Take all the time you need. You've got thirty seconds.'

While I wanted more than anything just to express my utter contempt for the man, this was not the time. I wracked my 
brain for an answer that would not get me into trouble.

'Frankly, I don't think I'd be mentioning it.'

'You wouldn’t eh? Why not?'

'Well, it would be a distraction from the positive achievements we can talk up. After all, we want to cover the Raleigh 
Economic Development Board in glory, don't we? Not to mention its chairman!'

'You have no shame at all, Mr James, but I'm glad to see you understand your priorities correctly. Perhaps you are 
right. Perhaps the Kelvin issue is best handled another way.'

He stared into the distance for a minute or two while I held my silence. Maybe it would be the end of the conversation. 
No such luck.

'So, tell me what your next story is going to be and when you're going to file it.'

'That would be a follow-up for the local Raleigh papers just after we get back. We'll hit the mid-week editions. Tell 
them how successful you think the trade mission has been and the positive outcomes you expect will be achieved. I'll 
need some comment from you to incorporate, Councillor. We could even do that now and get it out of the way if 
you're happy.'

He agreed and after I dug out my notepad from my carry bag, we swapped platitudes for several minutes until I said I 
had enough to compile the story. His comments were passable but not what I really wanted so I'd just make up some 
better stuff as I drafted the copy. Shame to make such an arsehole look good but that's how I earn my living more often
than not. Sad, eh? Still, once Patterson was satisfied that his ego had been stroked, he turned away dismissively and 
concentrated on the countryside. We were starting to wind up a series of narrow gorges and the scenery was breath-
taking. It only took about an hour and a half to reach our destination: a place called Badaling. Tourist buses were like 
acne on a teenager; simply everywhere. The Chinese reminded me of Muslims on a pilgrimage to Mecca. The wall 
seemed to hold a mystical fascination for them, too, and they flooded around the place in vast numbers. Eventually our 
driver found a spot amid the sea of large coaches and we disembarked. The chill was sharp and our breath was initially 
white in the frosty atmosphere. I still had a minor sniffle from yesterday and if I didn't get something warmer than my 
jumper I might yet die of pneumonia. Fortunately we were just a few paces away from a bazaar of ramshackle stalls. 
The keepers began yelling to catch our attention. Their fellow Chinese might have been potential customers but it was 
clear that experience taught them no-one had as much money as the westerners. Amid much laughter and banter, we 
wandered along the stalls until I saw a Chinese army fleecy-lined jacket and I started haggling with the stall owner, a 
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middle-aged woman who wanted me to believe the jacket was worth 600 Yuan. I was having none of it and told her 
so. We argued back and forth with ever more theatrics and animation. So much so that a small crowd gathered around 
to watch our antics. We both had tears of laughter in our eyes at the end but I had gotten her down to way less than her 
initial asking price and about twenty bucks in our currency so I was happy. I leaned across the tiny counter and gave 
her a big kiss on the cheek which set off a whole new series of catcalls and more laughter. That was when I spotted the 
Red Army cap: a fleecy-lined pillbox that folded down on both sides and at the back to keep your head warm even in a 
snowstorm. And right in the centre of the front was this bright red, ribbed star, symbol of the People's Liberation 
Army. I asked how much and she started at 300 Yuan. Once again we threatened, cajoled and teased until we agreed 
on 120 Yuan. I was thrilled and put it on immediately. By this time, I was lagging way behind the group and ran to 
catch up. When they saw me, they all stopped and looked shocked. I guess it was an interesting sight. Must have 
looked from the waist up as if I'd signed on with the PLA. Some of the Chinese who saw me were not as taken with 
my look as me and seemed a little affronted. I also got a few mean stares from some of the soldiers who were 
wandering around but the stall-keeper had told me it was fine to wear it and I wanted to believe her. The attention I got 
was a little uncomfortable but I was now so wonderfully warm I didn't give a damn. We passed-by many other tourist 
traps but agreed to leave them until we'd done our walk along the wall. Tickets were purchased and we wandered into 
a large open courtyard built entirely of stone blocks. The wind was gusting strongly here and the chill factor was 
intensifying. Some weak sunshine was peeking through the clouds but it did nothing to warm us up. We joined a queue 
and surrendered our tickets and took our first footsteps on this wonder of the world. It snaked away into the distance 
but you couldn’t see much of it for the dense throngs of people crowding every metre of it. We tried to stick together 
but there were simply too many other tourists to let that happen so we just pushed ahead at our own pace.

Very quickly we learned that this was not a stroll in the park. A combination of reduced oxygen due to the altitude and 
the steepness of the climb was sorting the men from the boys. Many elderly Chinese simply couldn’t handle the 
conditions and pulled off to the side, looking out through ancient battlements at the surrounding countryside. My 
fitness enabled me to set a brisk pace and I put my head down to focus on taking the path of least resistance through 
the crowds. I'd have time to gawp once I'd gotten somewhere. In no time I was breathing heavily and working up a 
sweat. I opened my jacket but maintained my pace. As I got further away from the start of this section, the crowds 
began to thin out, although only slightly to begin with. I figured there must have been ten thousand people stretched 
along a four or five kilometre length of the wall. It was reminiscent of a capital city fun run. 

The wall is made up of great blocks of stone and the surface you walk on is quite uneven. Hardly any of it is flat so 
you are always climbing steps which are uniform only in their irregularity. Truly, no two were the same which meant 
you had to adjust your stride for every step up. The wall also winds around a lot and climbs steep hills that make it 
more suitable for mountain goats than humans. My sights were set on a large battlement about another kilometre 
along. It was the highest post around and I began to make even better time as unfit tourists reached the end of their 
endurance. Despite the presence of about several hundred people clambering all over this outpost, I did find a rocky 
outcrop on which to sit and admire the view. No sooner had I regathered my breath than Geraldine Pascoe scared the 
daylights out of me by flopping down beside me. I had thought I was the only one of the group anywhere near here. 
Conversation was not possible for a minute or two until she recovered from her exertions. When I judged she'd be able 
to reply I said:

'You made great time.'

'Six days a week in the gym has to pay some sort of a dividend. You were doing bloody well yourself, James. I nearly 
caught you but got blocked by people several times. The extra length of your legs gives you an advantage.'

'Pity I couldn't have followed you, missy. That would have been a sight that would have given me stamina!'

'You are such a pervert, Jimmy. You worry me sometimes.'

'Where's the mayor?'

'Oh, he called it quits quite a way back. Said he knew his limits and urged me to go on ahead.'

'Well, that makes this a cosy little reunion then, doesn't it?'
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'Now, don’t start, please.'

'Start what, Gerry? I mean, we have two extraordinary experiences together then not a word. It's like it didn't even 
happen. Tell me I didn't imagine it.'

'You know it did and you know it was good. Look, there are things you just don't understand, Jimmy. The mayor 
demands a lot of my time and it's not easy to be discreet when travelling in a group like this. The Kelvin thing has also 
made him really cranky. I'm sorry if you're upset but I'm afraid there's not much I can do about it. I'd rather hoped 
you’d be a bit more understanding.'

'Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hold on a minute. I'm not complaining, just telling you I'm sad that we haven’t had a chance to be 
together again. That's all.'

'Well, it sounded like a whinge and I just don’t have time in my life for that, Jimmy.'

With that verbal slap across the head, the conversation lapsed. The silence was bloody uncomfortable and I felt like 
walking away but, hey, this woman was a gorgeous creature and she had shared herself with me twice. Perhaps she 
would again and you don't let something like that slip through your fingers lightly. You think I'm being selfish, two-
faced, a typical male? Well, you're right. She initiated both occasions, not me. And she seemed to enjoy them, though I 
had some nagging doubts about her attitude. That said, I desperately wanted to have full and unbridled sex with her 
and was determined to do everything in my power not to let the chance slip out of my grasp. So . . .

'I'm sorry. Didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. I thank you for the pleasure we have shared. It was great. 
Now, do you reckon they can really see this thing from outer space?'

Her laugh was like the tinkling of a mountain stream across mossy rocks and it made my heart sing. Forgiven! 

'No, silly, that's an urban myth. I read about it somewhere a while back. But it's a huge structure. Stretches more than 
two thousand kilometres, I believe. As it was built, young men from surrounding districts were conscripted. They had 
to serve a couple of years on construction before being allowed to resume their normal lives. Heaps of them died.'

'No bloody wonder. It's hard enough just walking along it when it's completed, let alone digging out the rock, carrying 
it here and laying it. Imagine what it must have been like in the middle of winter. Yuck.'

We both shivered and decided it was time to head back. I gave her a hand up and was rewarded with a gentle peck on 
the cheek.

'Thank you,' was all she said.

When we were about halfway back, an extraordinary thing happened. A squall gusted across and brought the tiniest of 
snowflakes swirling around. As soon as you touched one, it melted but the experience was pure magic. So was the 
look that passed between us in recognition of such a special moment. Then it was head down and bum up as we 
hurried back to our starting point. Our guide, Helen, was huddled in a corner keeping watch on everyone arriving back. 

'I'm so glad you're back safely,' she said, 'everyone else has returned and they've gone down the street to a restaurant to 
get some lunch. Let's join them.'

We set off and quickly came to a KFC. Tragic, really, that it should despoil one of the most outstanding cultural and 
historic icons in all China. It seemed sadly symptomatic of the pervasive influence of tacky western cultural 
imperialism, though I have to admit it was a thrill to order some 'real western food' again. Always be careful what you 
wish for, however, because only five minutes after I'd eaten it, I felt queasy from the grease and wished I hadn't. 

Helen said we had time for a little more sightseeing but then we'd have to head back if we were to be ready to meet our 
schedule for the flight home. It didn't seem possible that our China adventure was about to end but there was no 
escaping the reality that today was our last. Tomorrow, we'd be back home. It gave an added urgency to our souvenir 
shopping and everyone got into the spirit of buying trinkets to give to friends as a reminder of our adventure. A funny 
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custom that. Bring us back something, people cry as you depart. It's as if you are indebted to them because they are 
staying home.

Anyway we splashed around Yuan as if there was no tomorrow and did wonders for the local economy. Just like the 
thousands of other touro's who no doubt all felt pretty much the same way. If there's one thing the Chinese understand, 
it's how to part fools from their money. They do it the world over.

The drive back was uneventful and we got to the hotel by four o'clock leaving us two hours to pack and settle our 
accounts. I was amazed, however, to see that the smog had returned with full force. I had believed that the gale the 
night before would have blown every skerrick of it to kingdom come. Not so. In fact - and you'll find this hard to
imagine but I swear it's true - as I glanced across the marbled foyer of this plush hotel (it was about a hundred metres 
across) you could actually see a band of the smog low down to the floor. Inside the hotel and in competition with the 
air-conditioning! That's how bad it was outside. They talk about London pea soup fogs, well this was similar only 
brown. Amazing. I couldn't help but wonder how the world's greatest athletes will cope when the Olympics roll into 
Beijing in 2008. Hard to set records when the air's so thick with chemicals that you almost have to eat it.

It would be nearly 24 hours before we would get to enjoy the comforts of home again so I ran a bath and soaked 
myself silly with lots of bath gel and fluffy bubbles. Great stuff. Too bad I had to get out. When it came to packing my 
bags my new army coat and cap seemed like not such a good idea since they were so damned bulky. But I just 
squashed all the harder and managed to get the zips done up. Time for a quick read of today's edition of the 
International Herald Tribune and then head downstairs. Our flight was due to leave at 9.00 so we wanted to be at the 
airport well before 7.00. We managed with fifteen minutes to spare and headed straight to check-in for our flight to 
Singapore. That would get us in at 5.30am their time with a ninety minute stopover before boarding Singapore Airlines 
for the final leg to Brisbane, arriving mid afternoon. 

Sounds easy when you say it like that but the reality of uncomfortable seats, forgettable food, annoying passengers and 
sheer tiredness means your nerves are stretched to breaking point by the time you arrive and you just want to forget 
about ever travelling again. Yet, when you realise you are actually back home, the black cloud lifts and you get a 
second wind. 
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Chapter Twenty

Let me kiss the ground

The sheer delight of recognising familiar surrounds as we touched down at Brisbane International Airport was 
wondrous. Goddamnit but there's no place like home! It may not be exotic. It may not be exhilarating. It may not even 
be exciting. But it's home! Familiarity breeds contempt in some people but not in Jimmy James. I like familiarity. And, 
more than anything, I wanted to be familiar with my own bathroom and my own bedroom. They may not be anywhere 
near as flash as the hotel rooms I had stayed in during my China sojourn but they had an irresistible appeal all of their 
own. 

So great was my joy at being back in my comfort zone that I would have willingly indulged in a bit of Papal-style 
ground-kissing but, in this era of aerobridges, direct contact with the tarmac is not permitted. So I shuffled off with 
everybody else and forced my legs to stretch out for the kilometre or more length of corridors that led eventually to 
Customs. And the adjacent Duty Free stores. A nice bottle of tequila and one of Bailey's Irish Cream would keep me -
and my female friends - happy for the next few weeks. The queue at Customs was an opportunity to say our goodbyes 
but we were interspersed among hundreds of passengers from other flights and all felt that stir-crazy kind of angst at 
the end of a flight. I'm actually amazed there aren't more murders committed in Customs queues. It must be the 
massive security presence that suppresses the urge because God knows plenty of passengers get off flights ready, 
willing and able to engage in mayhem. The level of frustration, tiredness and physical discomfort that one endures on 
long-haul flights is more than sufficient to trigger a moment of madness when that inner voice says: the consequences 
be damned - I'm gonna kill that bastard if he prods me with that trolley handle just one more time. Or: if I hear another 
baby cry any time within the next three days I'm gonna wring the little bastard's neck. You know, the kind of stress 
threshhold beyond which madness lies. Anyway, we, like all the rest of the human cattle coping with Customs 
managed to suppress our seething, simmering discontent until we were let back into our own country. Once in the 
Arrivals terminal and with everyone focused on their own particular plans for getting back home, we just drifted apart 
and the opportunity for a sensible group goodbye was gone for good.  

To be honest I only realised this as my taxi was halfway down Airport Drive and I was getting feedback on how little 
rain the city had had over the past two weeks. A one-in-a-hundred-year drought was playing havoc with gardens and 
prompting water restrictions by local authorities. Still, my gardens should have survived in reasonable condition but 
what my pool might look like was a far bigger concern. Had the neighbours been considerate and kept up the chlorine 
or not even noticed I’d been gone? They'd promised to check it every day but had they? Oh, well, I'd soon find out -
even if I didn't really want to. Then, I happened to think that I hadn’t farewelled Geraldine, or the Mayor, or even that 
bastard Patterson. Nor any of the others. Maybe they were all still back there hugging and kissing and promising to 
stay in touch? Nah, not bloody likely. We were all tired and cranky and failing to indulge in a big round of emotional 
goodbyes was not indicative of our care or concern for each other. No doubt someone would organise some sort of 
reunion and we'd do all the niceties then. No doubt. Perhaps I'd be busy that night? I didn't really dislike anybody but, 
Geraldine and Sally aside, I couldn't honestly care less if I never saw any of them again. Is that bad? Does that make 
me a miserable mother……? Oh well, too bad, too sad. Perhaps I'm just not fit to be a decent human being? Whatever.

'Sorry, driver . . . ?'

He muttered something about whether to take the freeway or the motorway. As if I cared. I was paying him to take 
these decisions.

'Nah, don’t care which way you go. Just get me there as quick as you bloody can, mate.'

The joy of pulling-up outside my house - even with overgrown lawns - was humbling. The high life is great but only 
when it's a contrast. Too much of a good thing is never a good thing. Astounded that I actually found my second 
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REDB Cabcharge docket in my wallet, I was thrilled that my journey home had cost me not a cent. Life is good and 
getting better, I figured. The shower was my ultimate goal but I was pleasantly surprised to find my mail neatly 
stacked on the kitchen table which told me my neighbours had done the right thing. Bless them! With a warm feeling 
of well-being suffusing me, I toddled off to the shower and luxuriated. Sure, there might have been a bit of mould in 
the corners and perhaps the shower head didn't offer the option of a high-pressure massager, but it felt good. Then, 
knowing I had nothing better to do, I retreated to my bed, crawled under the covers and drifted into blissful 
contentment. 

Two hours later it was dark and I was disoriented. Dogs were barking down the street and dinner was distracting me. 
What to have? Briefly - ever so briefly - I considered the benefits of eating something nutritious but my evil twin kept 
telling me I had never eaten so many vegetables as I had in the past fortnight. 'You're back home,' he said, 'celebrate 
and indulge yourself.' Well, who was I to argue? So, I raided the freezer and, count my blessings, found two king size 
meat pies and a bag of crinkle-cut chips. Turning the oven on to high, I prepared to eat like a man welcoming a heart 
attack. But I didn't give a damn!

Stuffing my face on the couch with lashings of tomato sauce, I avidly absorbed what was on telly. Stuff I wouldn’t 
normally waste my time on seemed engrossing after my extended absence and exposure to Chinese TV. When even 
that became tiresome I checked-out the local papers which my neighbours had considerately unrolled and stacked on 
the kitchen table by the mail. Amazing how many storms in a tea-cup local politics can produce. Issues that seem 
monumental at the time are miniscule a week later by comparison as they are overtaken by the next scandal, the next 
controversy. And all fuelled by a bunch of journalists and their proprietors eager to titillate the public into paying for 
prurience. I was back in my element!

Once I'd exhausted my patience with both television and newspapers, I resumed my well-thumbed copy of Rushdie's 
Satanic Verses and eventually got myself ready to sleep once again. It took quite a deal of tossing and turning but 
eventually I drifted off, comforted by the familiarity of my home surrounds.

Next morning I indulged myself in routines of normalcy. Up and off for a ride before your body can protest. Then, into 
the pool (which was nowhere near as bad as it might have been - bless you, George and Mariae) and, once showered 
and dressed, breakfast with the papers on the back verandah. Ah, life was bliss. 

Tragedy was: by eleven o'clock I was bored. For the past two weeks my life had been run according to a strict and full 
schedule that didn't permit much time for contemplation. I was programmed to perform, even if it was just getting 
carted from one place to another. So, I dragged out my laptop and began perusing my notes. Before I knew it, I was 
pounding that keyboard like there was no tomorrow. I guess that's it for a writer: you've just got to do what comes 
naturally. Over the next four hours - with a quality break at lunchtime for some toasted cheese and tomato sandwiches 
and a back issue of The Bulletin magazine from the mail pile - I hacked my way through three and a half stories for 
various outlets. The first was a brief summary of the trip for Raleigh Gazette which I filed without securing Cr 
Patterson's approval because the paper's deadline was looming. I ensured I gave him prominence but also factored-in 
the mayor fairly substantially. Didn’t want either of them thirsting for my blood. Then an article for Business Digest
which teased-out the export opportunities that had been unearthed by the trade mission participants. I congratulated the 
Raleigh Economic Development Board and Raleigh City Council for their foresight and commitment in mounting the 
mission. Their innovative and professional approach to economic development was a template that any other council 
across Australia could use to enhance business stimulation and job creation. Using somewhat different language and a 
few different quotes, I wrote pretty much the same thing for the Department of State Development's journal. By that 
time, I was running on empty and decided I'd earned a beer. Knocking that back like there was no tomorrow, I decided 
I should pay a visit to George and Mariae to thank them for their kindness and consideration. I grabbed two bottles of 
red from my stash and marched next door. They greeted me like one of their children they hadn't seen for a year and I 
was embarrassed by their enthusiasm. Hey, I was a reasonable neighbour but my lifestyle did create a few intrusions 
on their customary peace and quiet to the extent that I wondered why they even liked me. Still, they did and I was 
grateful. Against my better instincts I rejected Mariae's offer of an early dinner and retreated back to my place as soon 
as was decent. A quick trip to the video store and the adjacent pizza place, then the drive-through bottle shop, armed 
me with sufficient supplies to get me through a quiet evening. My body clock was still a bit out of kilter and while the 
thought of calling Krystal to see if she was home kept running through my brain, I resisted the temptation and indulged 
my own selfish desires. 
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The pizza was fabulous, the beer glorious and the movies dreadful. Crap, crap, crap. Should've turned them off 
halfway through the first one but I persisted in the hope that something worthwhile would turn up. It didn't and I made 
yet another mental note that most action movies are shit unless you are doing some serious drugs. By ten o'clock I was 
bored spitless and decided I should get some shuteye to enable me to face a new day in somewhat reasonable 
condition. It was a sensible decision and would have been very clever had it come three hours earlier. So, who said 
single guys were sensible?

Admittedly I was a little slow next morning but I resorted to my innate discipline and got on my bike for a ten 
kilometre ride, followed by a strenuous twenty laps before settling-in with the papers. My cup of coffee was tasting 
delicious before it was interrupted by the shrill chime of the phone. It took a while to work out who was calling, such 
was his anger, but I eventually realised it was Cr Steve Patterson. There were no niceties, just a tirade about my 
duplicity, under-handedness and general inability to lie straight in bed. I had thought these were qualities synonymous 
with the good Councillor but he clearly saw the tables being turned 180 degrees. It took some time for him to calm 
down so I could figure out what was upsetting him. An article had appeared in the Gazette that morning which gave 
Mayor Porter all the credit for the trade mission. I had no idea what he was talking about or where the story had come 
from so I asked him to read it to me. As he did, it struck me that this was my story that I had given Geraldine on my 
memory stick. Yet it had been altered to effectively substitute Porter for Patterson. By the time he was finished, I knew 
I had been dudded. That bitch had given me a blow job purely and simply to get that story out of me. She had set me 
up because I now recalled quite distinctly that she had asked for the stick before she had actually gone down on me. 
Then she had invented an excuse to rush back to Porter so the copy - which that evil bitch had then changed - could be 
filed before the Gazette's deadline. How could I have been so foolish? How could she have been so devious? How 
could I persuade Patterson that I had been duped?

'Councillor, listen to me, please. No, hear me out. I can imagine what you are thinking but it's not how you see it.' 

He was having none of it, however, and continued to berate me for deceiving him and promising that I would never 
see a cent of my fee. That really brought a sheen of sweat to my forehead. Didn’t care all that much for my reputation 
but I needed to eat. And keep a roof over my head. This was not good.

'Steve!' I commanded in my most authoritative voice and loud enough to drown him out. 'That is not what I wrote. We 
have BOTH been dudded.'

It took a moment or two for this to sink in and there was quiet while he contemplated the possibilities.

'So, what happened?' he barked.

'I was suckered. Geraldine asked me for the story and I gave it to her on my memory stick. She said she would send it 
through to the Gazette for me. Clearly, she must have re-written it to portray Porter as the hero. I tell you: I'm 
innocent. You read the bloody thing in your room', I could have added: after you'd finished molesting Sally Ferguson, 
but decided now was not the time.

I knew this was going to get me into trouble with the mayor - and with Geraldine - but I was past caring. That bitch 
had suckered me big time. I kept wondering if Porter had put her up to it or whether she had simply done it to please 
him. Had she given me a blow job off her own bat or done it at his behest? The latter thought left a real bad taste in my 
mouth and I couldn't actually give it much credence. Still, even if she had done it simply to indirectly please him was 
hardly much better. It was easier to just not think about it. By now, Cr Patterson had calmed down enough to begin to 
think I might be telling the truth. Hey, if he merely judged Porter by his own appalling standards he'd come up trumps, 
eh?

'As God is my judge, if you are lying to me you will pay a hefty price.'

Patterson's attitude and my embarrassment at having been conned by the mayor had me in a frame of mind where I 
was ready to let Patterson know just how I felt.

'Look, I don't much care for what you think about me, Councillor. It just doesn't matter anymore. But we entered into a 
contract and I have lived up to that. Yesterday afternoon I spent drafting copy that makes you look like a hero. 
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Frankly, I don't think you are but, hey, that's for others to judge. I just do what I'm paid for and I have delivered for 
you. Your issue is with the mayor and his PA. Frankly, you can take them to the cleaners if you wish because I don't 
like being conned, I can tell you. But I didn't do the dirty on you so don't take your angst out on me, okay?'

'You'd better not be deceiving me, Jimmy.'

'You know damned well what your instincts are telling you, Councillor, so listen to them and leave me out of this, all 
right?'

'You may be right but if I find you have misled me, Jimmy, you'll pay a terrible price.'

'Don't threaten me.' And I slammed down the phone. Bugger him. I was an innocent victim in all this and it was hardly 
as if I admired the guy. Dirty, stinking pervert he was. Even so, he was my meal ticket and I began to worry about 
what revenge he might exact for my intemperance. Ah, well . . . sometimes you've just got to be up-front.

I wondered about calling Geraldine - or even Colin Porter - but decided it would be futile. They must have suspected 
I'd find out but were willing to take the chance that since it would be another week before I got back home I might not 
and they were prepared to risk my wrath. Bastards! How they must have laughed at me behind my back. Jesus, that 
made me angry. And humiliated. How could I have been sucked-in by her pretty face and gorgeous body? 

Ah, well . . . even as I pondered that issue I knew why. She was a prize. And not just any ordinary trophy. Still, she 
had the last laugh: she had manipulated me. I was just another dickhead thinking with his dick and not his head. Serve 
me right. 

The next few days passed in a tedium of domestic chores and leisure time, combined with a bit more writing. It was 
only when I got the weekend edition of the Gazette that I realised what furious currents had been swirling around me.

The page three lead was a major story about Kelvin and his effective deportation from the People's Republic of China. 
Cr Steve Patterson was the key figure, accusing the Mayor of gross dereliction of duty by letting a bunch of Chinese 
communists convict an Aussie of an offence without a trial. Kelvin was the victim of a kangaroo court and the Mayor 
was happy to play judge, jury and executioner. Patterson accused his rival of a desperate haste to appease the Chinese 
and, by doing so, sullying the reputation of an unfortunate Raleigh resident. The fact that Patterson had utterly 
destroyed any semblance of a decent reputation Kelvin might have enjoyed by dragging the unsavoury incident into 
the media limelight rated not a mention.

Readers would have thought Mayor Porter was a monstrous bastard by then, having betrayed one of his own just to 
curry favour with a gang of Chinese criminals. That was when the story changed tack. It seemed that an unnamed 
Police contact had leaked that Kelvin had been arrested some ten years ago on a morals charge. Just what was not 
detailed. It could have been that Kelvin was entirely innocent - the paper gave no follow-up details - but he was 
effectively slandered by that omission. Oh, it doesn't pay to fall on the wrong side of the media, folks. Keep your noses 
clean at all times.

Then, Mayor Porter was quoted as saying he had pledged himself as a personal surety to allow Kelvin a quick passage 
back to Australia and away from the clutches of a justice system that shot people for even minor infringements, 
whether proven or not. The clear inference was that Kelvin owed his life to the mayor and it seemed, by now, that 
Colin Porter was actually a decent person. It was a nil-all draw between these two bitter protagonists but, sadly, the 
only victim was Kelvin who had had his name dragged through the mud. Fat chance he would have of ridding his 
name of the most dreadful perceptions. I didn't like him but I could hardly wish anything like this on him. It made me 
feel sick to realise just how bitter and twisted Patterson and Porter were. Take no prisoners was their unspoken mantra, 
even the supposed bible-basher. It was pathetic.

Wondering how all this was playing-out within Council, I called Michael Collins but was told he was in Melbourne at 
a conference and would not be back for a few more days. I left a message for him to call me.
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When the Wednesday came around, I eagerly waited for my copy of the Gazette to be delivered. It came by morning 
tea and I was stunned to see our trip splashed all over the front page. Letters more than 5cm high screamed: Mayor 
lives it up!

It was like watching a car accident unfold before your eyes and I could not stop reading though I was fearful of what 
every next sentence might suggest. Cr Patterson had been joined by his bully-boy mate, Cr Nick Giannopoulos and 
other unnamed councillors to attack the mayor for cavorting at public expense. He had insisted the team leaders had to 
fly Business Class, Cr Patterson moaned. He would have gladly sat down the back but was allocated a luxury seat 
against his wishes. Any fool could see straight through that, I thought, but then pondered just how narrow a view most 
members of the public have and realised that if you throw enough mud, some of it is bound to stick. And if Patterson 
threw it first, the voters wouldn't see his dirty hand. Amazing.

The attack continued with the mayor berated for staying in luxury hotels and living it up while local people couldn't 
afford groceries on their miserly pension payments. Patterson accused the mayor of indulging in lavish banquets every 
night and spending much of the time sightseeing. Why should ratepayers have to fund this sort of extravagance? If the 
mayor wanted so badly to see China he should pay for it out of his own pocket and not make poor Raleigh residents 
suffer. The Gazette also ran an editorial that, while it stopped just short of criticising him outright, questioned the 
mayor's priorities and said ratepayers had a right to expect open and honest answers to the issues raised by Cr 
Patterson.

By the time I had slammed down the paper, I was annoyed and frustrated. The whole thing was a set-up that skated on 
the edge of a lie and made no attempt to assess the reality of the trade mission. Despite my anger at the mayor's 
duplicity in altering my story I still felt the trip was worthwhile. Most of the participants appeared likely to secure 
business deals that they would never have had a chance to securing otherwise and the Chinese could not have indicated 
more clearly that they valued closer relations, not only with Australia, but Raleigh in particular. Given China's massive 
economy and incredible growth, any partnership with it had to be valuable. And given Raleigh's comparatively 
miniscule size compared to Xuhui District and Suzhou, it was an absolute coup for us that the Chinese wanted to be 
friends. No, I was a big supporter of the trip. But would I do anything about it? Not bloody likely, I decided. Both of 
these men had the power to make life uncomfortable for me and even to cost me future earnings. Admittedly, as things 
were shaping up, there was only a slender chance Raleigh would ever send another trade mission to China. If the 
council did, however, I wanted to go again. It had been a fabulous eye-opener and if I hadn't experienced it first-hand, 
I could never have believed what is happening there. The scope of their development is almost beyond imagining and 
their future as the world's next dominant superpower may be inevitable. Besides, these guys liked a beer just as much 
as an Aussie - well, almost! - and they loved to laugh. That made the Chinese real good blokes in my book.

Still, there was something nagging at me in all the controversy: Mayor Porter had hardly said a word. He hadn't really 
defended himself while Councillors Patterson and Giannopoulos ripped into him, merely saying the trip had been 
authorised by the whole Council and he believed it was both a practical and valuable economic development initiative. 
It was not in his nature to get hit without hitting back. In fact, his style seemed to be to hit anyone else before they 
even thought about hitting him. He was nothing if not a pugnacious little bastard. Still, I was not privy to his thinking 
so I couldn't say and since I had learned of his duplicity, I was happy if someone kicked the crap out of him. That was, 
until the next edition of the Gazette. The trade mission had fallen back to page five now as it became harder to sustain 
public interest. But Cr Patterson must have been enjoying scoring points off the mayor for he was at it again: this time 
lambasting Colin Porter for failing to deliver anything of value from the mission.

That was when I began to get worried because here was the Chairman of the Raleigh Economic Development Board at 
complete odds with the kind of positive, up-beat copy I wanted to supply to trade and business magazines. He was 
screwing things up for me and I felt I would have to contact him to make him aware of the contradiction and try to get 
him to shut up. It was not a task that had any appeal so I left it for a bit. In the meantime, I got a call from Michael 
Collins who was back from Melbourne. He had to go to uni that evening but said he'd love to grab a coffee with me 
next morning and we agreed on a time and place.

As we settled down with our steaming mugs of latte he asked if I'd heard the news. What news, was my response?

'About Sally Ferguson?'
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'No. I've been meaning to call her but hadn’t got around to it. Just wanted to let some of the dust settle and not go 
anywhere near Council in case I got caught in the crossfire.'

'That much is sensible,' he said, 'Council is not a friendly place at the moment. Those two dickheads are like bears with 
sore heads and everyone is tense. Even Geraldine Pascoe is a pain in the arse.'

I was tempted to say: don't talk to me about her but held my tongue.

'So, what about Sally?'

'She's gone.'

'What do you mean?'

'Just cleared out.'

'I don't understand. Explain.'

'Well, she came back early with that Kelvin bloke but didn't come in to Council. We didn't even know she was back at 
first. Then I got an email from her Yahoo! account. Seems she was utterly alienated by the mayor. Said he had forced 
her to go to China instead of staying here to meet her parents whom she hadn't seen for years. That really upset her. 
She felt her good work had earned her better treatment. Then, being sent back home early to look after Kelvin was 
unfair because she was finally enjoying the China experience. There was also something else - a personal problem, I 
think she said - that made working at Council any longer untenable but she gave no details. Anyway, she apparently 
just came in with the cleaners one evening and cleared out her desk. Took all her personal stuff and just walked out. 
Arranged removalists to clear out her unit and caught a flight to England. She's arranged a job with Hull Council over 
there and starts next week. It's near where her parents live and she says she just wants to be back home in England 
again. The job's a maternity leave fill-in but she's been assured they will find a permanent position for her. Asked me 
to give her basic details to our Pay Office so they can forward the money owing to her. Bloody incredible, eh?'

This was so out of left field that I had no response and just sat quietly trying to imagine just how much the various 
events of the past few weeks must have upset her. Poor Sally. Still, perhaps she'd be better off back with her family. 
She wasn't attached to anyone here and I could imagine that every time she saw Steve Patterson it would be like 
ripping the scab off an unhealed wound. Nah, the more I thought about it, the more it seemed she'd made a very 
sensible decision. Naturally, living in England couldn’t hold a candle to life in Oz but she was a Pom by birth so she 
probably saw things differently. 

I was startled when Michael spoke again, saying: 'She asked for your email address but I didn't have it so I said she'd 
have to wait a bit. Give it to me now and I'll send her a quick message later today.'

I jotted it down on a napkin and was glad I would be able to talk with her again even if only electronically. 

'I'll miss her. She was great in China.'

'Yeah, we're cut, too. There were lots of staff at Council who loved her. She could appear stand-offish but she wasn't at 
all. I nearly started dating her once but she seemed not to want to get involved with someone in the office so she kept 
me at arm's length. Shame, really. Nice tits.'

'Yeah, she was a substantial lass, wasn’t she?' But I kept my face straight.

'And have you heard the latest?'

'Nah, what?'

'Porter's turned the tables on the Bible-basher and Nick the Greek. Seems the mayor of that place in Shanghai . . .'
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'Xuhui?'

' . . . yeah, that's it. He's offered to invest in Raleigh's new Gateway Industrial Estate. Seems he and Porter have 
cooked-up a deal to develop an Incubator Centre there with Southern Star University. The Chinese will offer seed 
funding in return for access to latest research and a share of any intellectual property that's created. They'll also use it 
to showcase Chinese manufacturing industry.'

'Wow, that's fantastic news.'

'Yeah, but that's only the half of it.'

'What do you mean?'

'Well, this morning was one of those rare moments when it didn't seem like it was Geraldine's time of the month, if 
you know what I mean. She actually spoke to me civilly. Said that if the Chinese are to invest - and they're talking big 
numbers apparently - they want a joint venture with the Economic Development Board. Now, here's the real sting in 
the tail. You're gonna love this! Seems there's a clause in the REDB's Articles of Incorporation that specifies any joint 
venture can only be undertaken by a unanimous vote of the board. That means Patterson will have to go along with it. 
We're talking ten million dollars apparently so he just can’t say no. Anyway, Porter ultimately controls the numbers on 
the board so he can outfox Patterson regardless. That prick is going to be spitting chips tomorrow when he sees this in 
the paper. I saw Porter on my way out this morning and he was swaggering like John Wayne with a shit-eating grin 
from ear to ear. He's completely trumped Patterson.'

'He must have known this was coming. That would explain why he has been so quiet. Probably just waited until 
Patterson couldn't help himself and finally said nothing had come of the trade mission. The cunning bastard!'

I reflected back on our time in Xuhui and the private meetings Porter had had with Dr Xie. Maybe they had been 
cooking this up from the very beginning? There was no doubt about Porter; he was a clever prick.

'That's a real shame about Sally,' I said, 'I'll miss her. Wonder who Council will get to replace her. They might not 
want to offer me any more work.'

'Ah, don’t worry about it, Jimmy. A new person will probably need you all the more. They won't know which way is 
up for quite a while. Besides I'm still here to put in a good word for you.'

'Would you do that, Michael?'

'Of course, you silly bastard. You're fun to have around. Hey, why don’t you put in for Sally's job?'

Now there was one out of left field. I pondered it for a minute silently. It would probably pay well and there were 
some good perks from what I knew of the position. But then there'd be all those bloody Councillors to deal with all the 
time. Don't think I could handle that.

'Nah, Michael, not sure I'm cut out for the daily cut and thrust of political interaction anymore. I've done so much of it 
in the past that I doubt I could take it again. Small doses is more than enough, I think. But you should have a go, mate. 
What have you got to lose?'

'Well, I was thinking about it. In fact, I was wondering about using you as a referee. Would you mind?'

'I'd be delighted, mate. However, I'm not sure it would do you much good. Bit hard to say how I'm regarded. I know 
Patterson hates me - and the feeling's very mutual, I can assure you - and I don't know if I'm Colin Porter's flavour of 
the month, either. Still, I'll leave it up to you. If you want to, go right ahead. I'll tell 'em wonderful things about you -
which means none of it will be true, of course!'

'Ya cheeky bastard. Oh well, I'd better get back to the salt mines. Thanks for the coffee. I'll let you know if I apply. 
They haven’t advertised it yet so who knows. Anyway, I'll see you around, Jimmy. Bye.'
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As I dug in my wallet to pay for our coffees, I noticed there was very little of the folding stuff which reminded me that 
I had to chase-up my payment from the REDB. I had phoned Malcolm Bosworth a week ago to put the screws on him 
for my money but he was out and I only got to speak with Julie. She had promised to bring it to his attention, bless her 
heart, but I was now wondering in the absence of a cheque whether she had in fact done so. From my perspective, all 
my obligations had been fulfilled. I had written a raft of stories - all on the same theme but all sounding somewhat 
different because magazines and papers won’t run the same story. They're all a bit precious in my view but they run 
the game so freelancers like me just have to comply. Most of the stories I had followed-up with a phone call to the 
editor or a particular contact I might have and the response had been very positive. In fact, it was looking like I'd get a 
clean sweep which meant that Councillor Patterson would see his name in print in about eight business and trade 
magazines. The Department of State Development people were thrilled because the whole trade mission vindicated 
their efforts to keep selling Queensland into the Chinese market. They seemed more inclined to run with Mayor Porter 
but that suited me and I was sure Colin wouldn’t have any objections. I'd given them copies of some of the photos 
we'd taken of the whole group at various places in China and they were stoked. I'd done my job with the Gazette and it 
was not my fault if Patterson and Porter wanted to engage in verbal fisticuffs and take attention away from the 
positives. And it was Patterson who had started it so he could hardly complain if he'd missed out on some additional 
copy singing his praises. 

The trade mission participants I'd contacted were all upbeat about their prospects for success. Samantha and Ted had 
met with senior academic and administrative staff at the university to try to pull together a joint package of 
management education for Chinese bureaucrats but they'd encountered some resistance from lecturers who believed 
they could do it all themselves without an outsider like Samantha getting involved. However, she was a real fighter 
and was utterly confident she would get it her way. In fact, she had bet me twenty dollars she'd have a deal within the 
month. I'd only agreed because it seemed to be important to her and there was little doubt in my mind that I'd be the 
one forking out the money. Brendan was a bit out of his depth with the software but he reckoned there was plenty of 
opportunity. He had briefed his brother, Aaron, who was after all the sales manager in the business and he was 
intending to fly over in a few weeks' time once his injured ankle had healed properly. Kelvin Lloyd, not surprisingly, 
had gone to ground. The receptionist at Message Stick had said he was no longer employed there and they had no 
contact details. Poor Kelvin. He had been a real victim, I felt, even if he had been in trouble with the law years ago and 
the saddest aspect was that there was no real way to salvage his reputation. Ah, life can be unkind.

Laugh-a-minute Rafe Swinburne was the surprise package. He had already gone back to China! His partner at 
Durapave confided to me that he thought Rafe might have found a girlfriend over there so keen was he to get back. I 
couldn't actually picture Rafe setting hearts alight at home let alone sweeping them off their feet in China where he 
was about a metre taller than most of the population. Perhaps he had novelty value. Nah. The Chinese didn’t strike me 
as sexually adventurous so I reckoned it was purely business. He'd only had a week at home before deciding his best 
chance for success was to strike while the iron was hot. His visa enabled him to get back into China for another two 
weeks so he had hot-footed it straight back to Suzhou. I asked his partner to call me if any news of a deal came 
through in the next week. After that, it would be up to Raleigh Council or the Economic Development Board to 
publicise any good news.

Then there was Jodie Parsons. Michael had said a Jodie had rung several times for Sally in the days after we got back 
and I figured it was our little gardening pocket-rocket who must still have had the hots for the PR guru. I rang Jodie's 
office once but only got a message service and she didn't phone back. I had seen no evidence while we were in China 
that she was likely to crack a deal so I didn't bother chasing her any further. Besides, I was not her favourite person so 
she possibly wouldn't co-operate anyway. Still, not my problem anymore: it was time to begin the prowl for new 
clients. Southern Star University struck me as a strong prospect so I was about to make Ted Sanders my new best 
friend. I also reckoned Samantha's Accelerated Management Training would be another good chance, especially if she 
could pull off a joint venture with Southern Star. They'd both be hearing from me tomorrow but, with the weather so 
spectacular today, I reckoned it was time to head down to the Gold Coast for a surf. No point pushing oneself too hard, 
eh?
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Chapter Twenty-one

The end of an affair

Another leisurely two weeks had flown by as I indulged myself in a haze of hedonism. I'm a bad boy, really. When I 
get into a disciplined period, I go and go and go, churning out copy like there's no tomorrow. Sadly, when I slack off I 
can do a very passable impersonation of a sloth. My tan had improved markedly but my bank balance was near 
disaster level again thanks to a bit of bastardry by the Economic Development Board. I'd eventually got hold of 
Malcolm Bosworth who smugly advised me that I would have a little wait.

'We pay within thirty days of the end of the month in which an invoice is lodged, Jimmy, and your invoice only 
landed on my desk on the twelfth. Sorry! But you'll get your money. It'll just take about six weeks, that's all.'

The bastards! That meant I was going to have to crawl to Miss Smarty-pants bloody Marvin at the bank again. Bugger! 
She would deliver me yet another lecture on fiscal prudence and I'd have to cop it sweet. Briefly I thought about 
chasing Steve Patterson who, as Chairman of the board, could almost certainly get my remuneration paid early but that 
was a laughable concept, frankly. The chance of him doing anything for me was negligible. In fact, if he knew I was 
waiting for payment - and especially that I needed it badly - he'd probably delay it for six months! No, the only 
prospect I had was to seek mayoral intervention. I had to get to Colin Porter. I tried Geraldine Pascoe (as I had twice in 
the previous month to no avail - she was always in a meeting or at a conference, it seemed) without success so phoned 
his secretary. Joy 'Ding Dong' Dell said I could have half an hour the following Wednesday or five minutes late 
tomorrow afternoon. I took the five.

When I was ushered into the Office of the Mayor the next day, Colin Porter greeted me like a long-lost friend.

'Jimmy James! How good to see you. You're looking bloody well, I must say. How have you been, mate?'

'Very well, Mr Mayor. Been doing a bit of surfing - taking advantage of a lull in the market.'

Even he recognised that for what it was and accused me playfully of being a slack bastard. We swapped a few 
reminiscences - carefully avoiding any mention of my doctored copy that created the nasty row with Cr Patterson -
before Joy tapped on the door and reminded the Mayor he had to get downstairs for a meeting of the Finance 
Committee. She cast a sharp glance at me as if to say it would be all my fault if her boss was late. I asked how 
Geraldine was and he replied she was just fine. Working out the back on a report he needed, he said, but that was all. 
So, I cut to the chase.

'Mr Mayor, I've come to see you because I'm having trouble getting my fee out of the Development Board. I've had 
nothing yet and they're holding me up another six weeks which is grossly unfair.'

'Ah, Jimmy, I thought you'd be wise to the ways of the world, old son. Surely you don’t expect that slime ball 
Patterson to do you any favours?'

I could have remonstrated with him for causing my blow-up with Patterson in the first place but didn't think this was 
the ideal time to remind him of his own deviousness.

'Look, I'll have a word to Malcolm but I doubt very much if he'll do anything to upset the chairman. I could intervene 
but I need to ensure I get that unanimous vote in favour of the Xuhui joint venture at next month's board meeting and I 
simply can’t afford to muddy the waters for your pay. I know that will sound harsh, Jimmy, and I'm sorry but I'm 
playing for big stakes here. Sorry.'
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And with that he rose and excused himself to leave for the Finance Committee. I was left feeling like an insignificant 
twit who didn’t matter to anyone. Not my finest hour. The urge to stride over to his giant desk, leap up on it and pee all 
over his papers briefly came to mind but, perhaps sensing my mood, Joy came to the door and showed me out. 
Downstairs in the car park, my mood was not improving and I felt quite bloody-minded. Not only had Colin Porter 
given me the brush-off but I had the distinct impression Geraldine Pascoe had done that to me as well. Bugger them 
both!  

That was when I decided I'd play a waiting game and confront the Mayor's personal assistant. There was an issue 
nagging in my mind ever since China and I couldn't let it go. I needed to ask her about it directly. So, I sat there among 
all the other cars, not daring to take my eyes off the exit in case Geraldine walked out.

A trickle of staff started to leave the building at 4.00 and then there was a flood at 5.00. The lights came on at 5.30 and 
I can see them burning in the mayor's office high above. But no Geraldine. Finally, finally, finally at 6.30, I thought I 
could see her trademark pants suit striding down the exit corridor and out into the darkness. Yes! It was her. I got out 
of my car in the now nearly-deserted car park and called softly to her. She stopped and looked around warily. Dark car 
parks at night are hardly the place to make a lone, attractive woman feel comfortable. However, as she saw it was me a 
frown flitted across her features but it was quickly suppressed and replaced by that firm, take-no-prisoners, self-
assured hint of a smile that she used with such ruthless effect. 

'What can I do for you, Jimmy?' 

Not James anymore, I noticed. Oh, well. It was fun while it lasted, eh? 

'I'm sorry to intrude but I was shocked to learn that Sally has quit.'

'Yes, that came as a surprise. Left us in quite a mess, really. A poor way to repay the Mayor for his generosity in 
taking her to China.'

Jesus! This woman could rewrite history better than a revisionist ideologue. It just reinforced that Colin Porter could 
do no wrong, no matter what the circumstances.

'She never really fitted-in, Jimmy. Not a bad person but not quite up to the standard we wanted.'

'Go figure. And to think I thought she was one of the better operators around.'

I felt I had to say something in poor Sally's defence. I had the hots for Geraldine but this unwarranted attack on Sally 
was leaving a bad taste in my mouth.

'So, what is it you want, Jimmy?'

'Look, there's no subtle way to ask this so I'll just come right out with it.'

Even so, I hesitated, unsure just how to frame the question.

'Look, I have an appointment, Jimmy. I really must go.'

'Okay, okay. Look, Geraldine, I have to know. And I really want an honest answer. I swear it will remain between us. I 
have no interest or desire to hurt you in any way. I just need to know.'

'What, Jimmy? Come on!'

'Are you Colin Porter's mistress?'

Her eyes slitted and she tensed like some martial arts exponent getting ready to launch an attack. Her eyes held mine 
unflinchingly until I could see her forcibly repress her anger at the question.
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'You know how I feel about that issue, Jimmy. I've told you before.'

'Yes, I know.'

Words failed me then as she maintained her relentless, venomous stare.

'But I want you to tell me the truth. Just you and me - one-on-one - and with a promise of confidentiality.'

Still she pierced me without saying a word. Until: 'Why do you want to know, Jimmy? What's it to you?'

'It would just explain your reaction to me, Gerry. I suspect it's why things didn’t go further between us.'

Again a long silence. Then: 'Didn't I make you happy?'

'Oh, my word you did. It was wonderful. Thank you. But I felt it could have been so much more were it not for 
something holding you back.' Having come this far, though, I got some of my usual courage back and pressed on.

'But then that incident with the story you altered. It made me feel as though . . . well, frankly . . . that you had used me. 
That the sex was simply a means to an end . . . to do a favour for the mayor.'

Now her look changed. It was still wary but the venom had gone, replaced by a cynical smirk.

'You think you've got it all figured, don't you?'

'No, Gerry, I don't. Not at all. But I do want to know - it's important to me.'

'Well, all right. Yes, if you must know. Colin and I have been lovers for several years now.'

That took my breath away. It had seemed the only logical explanation but even so it was not what I wanted to hear.

'But I'll tell you this, Jimmy, you are the only person in the world who knows that for sure. And if I ever hear any 
suggestion that you have betrayed me, I will get my revenge. I promise you that.'

'No. I have no intention of ever discussing it with anyone else, Geraldine. I just needed to know for myself.'

'I suppose you feel smugly superior now?'

'Good god, no. Anything but. I'm disappointed that you did what you did with me simply as a means to an end. I feel a 
bit used on that basis. Still, I can’t say I've never done that myself so . . .  Look, I'm not being judgmental. My ego is a 
bit deflated, I guess. But that's happened to me plenty of times and I'll get over it. As for you and Colin, hey, that's 
your business and I have no intention of embarrassing either of you. And I do regard it as entirely off the record. 
Despite him having suckered me, I still quite like Colin so good luck to him. I also like you, too. Hopefully I can do 
more work with Raleigh Council and I'd hate for this to be the source of discomfort. Thank you for trusting me enough 
to share the truth. It will never pass my lips, I promise. Well then, better let you go. Goodbye, Gerry.'

'Thank you. Stay well.' And she turned and started off to her car. But I heard her call back to me.

'James! Just a moment.'

I retraced my last few steps. A mischievous grin now swirled across her lips as we came closer.

'I enjoyed you, you know. Yes, it's true I had an ulterior motive and I'm sorry if that offends you. Politics is a tough 
game as I'm sure you know. But I liked you and enjoyed our experiences. Who knows, big boy, maybe one day?' Then 
she was really gone.



182

I got back into my car and drove off slowly, a flood of thoughts rumbling through my brain. Suddenly I was hungry 
and I felt like nothing so much as a feed of fish and chips. Comfort food. Then I'd have to start thinking about where 
my next pay cheque was coming from. But not tonight - there were still several beers in the fridge. And perhaps 
Krystal might be home from her latest assignment, eh? Ah, life is good!


